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Abstract  

 

With the introduction of the National Unity Day in 2005, the political regime in Russian 

Federation created a new platform in order to legitimize its power, break with the past and 

fabricate historical narratives. It is meant to promote notions of patriotism, treachery of 

foreign powers, and the need to have a strong ruler to govern the state. The epic film called 

1612 (premiered on November 4), officially commissioned by the Kremlin, was released in 

2007 - dramatizing these historical events. 

With the use of critical discourse analysis, film analysis and the paradigm of invented tradition, 

amongst others - the research has illustrated how the National Unity Day is an example of 

invented tradition, introduced to legitimize particular political actors in Russia, fabricate 

historical narratives and manipulate the audiences. The investigation was meant as a critique 

of the abuse of history for political purposes.  

 

Keywords: National Unity Day, Russia, invented tradition, CDA, film analysis, politics of 

history, abuse of history. 
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Introduction 
 

Robin George Collingwood has once stated: 

 

How, or on what conditions, can the historian know the past? In considering 

this question, the first point to notice is that the past is never a given fact which 

he can apprehend empirically by perception. Ex hypothesi, the historian is not 

an eyewitness of the facts he desires to know. Nor does the historian fancy that 

he is; he knows quite well that his only possible knowledge of the past is 

mediate or inferential or indirect, never empirical. 1 

 

By stating this, Collingwood effectively rejected the positivist notion of history, by refuting 

the possibility that historical knowledge can be objective, and requires little interpretation. He 

did, however, also postulate the following: 

 

History has this in common with every other science: that the historian is not 

allowed to claim any single piece of knowledge, except where he can justify 

his claim by exhibiting to himself in the first place, and secondly to anyone 

else who is both able and willing to follow his demonstration, the grounds 

upon which it is based. 2  

 

Here it can be deduced that a historian, or anyone who claims to be one by stating or 

interpreting historical events – has a moral obligation to work with evidence, or - according 

to Collingwood – “re-enact” 3 history in order to achieve the clearest and most intellectually 

comprehensible representation or reconstruction, truthful to existing primary sources and 

logically consistent with relevant intellectual tradition in either refuting, debating, criticising 

or perhaps confirming its theoretical paradigms. The history cannot be objective knowledge. 

We cannot definitely know what happened. But this does not mean that this weakness of 

history should be abused in the most bizarre way in order to fabricate, invent, distort or 

appropriate its content for purely political purposes without any consequences.  

                                                
1 Collingwood, Robin George and Willem van der Dussen. The Idea of History. Oxford: Clarendon Press 
(1993): 617 
2 Ibid., 629 
3 Ibid., 629 
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I share a view that there should exist social, moral or perhaps institutionalized responsibility 

for consciously fabricating, inventing or misinterpreting history by publicly presenting 

baseless claims that are sold to people as truths. Such responsibility should most and 

foremost lie on politicians - the representatives of political regimes, which by democratic 

definition of their occupation 4 are supposed to be noble servants of the civil society aiming 

to work only in the interests of the people of their respective countries.  

Nevertheless the fact that I do acknowledge the importance of philosophical and ethical 

issues, my work is not positioned within such a framework. I move away from it, towards 

analysis that aims to bring particular evidence to answer the concrete research question, with 

different stated purposes. However, I do position my work within the field of political 

critique, but the political critique which has predominantly scientific purpose – to unmask the 

abuse of history by the political regime in order to meet certain ideological goals; by 

performing theoretical and empirical analysis. 

With the introduction of the National Unity Day in 2005, the regime in Russian Federation 

have created a new platform in order to legitimize its power, break with the past and 

manipulate or construct historical narratives. The national holiday, celebrated on November 

4- was introduced to commemorate the narrative of popular uprising by Kuzʹma Minin and 

Dmitrij Požarskij, which allegedly resulted in expulsion of Polish forces from Moscow in 

1612/ 1613 and arguably signified the end of so-called “The Time of Troubles”. It is meant to 

promote notions of patriotism, treachery of foreign powers, and the need to have a strong 

ruler to govern the state. The epic film called 1612 (premiered on November 4), officially 

commissioned by the Kremlin, was released in 2007 - dramatizing these historical events. 

I argue that Kremlin seeks to use historical narratives to both legitimize current power 

structures and break with the Soviet Past: the holiday was commissioned to ideologically help 

replace the Day of Great Soviet Socialist Revolution, prior celebrated on November 7 during 

the Soviet rule. 5 While every nation state uses historical narratives to legitimate its power in 

one way or another, in highly authoritative regimes like the Russian Federation such practices 

are often taken to an extreme.  

 

                                                
4 Miller, Fred. “Aristotle's Political Theory.” Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. Stanford University. 
November 7, 2017. https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-politics/#PolView (accessed 17.07.2019) 
5 Likhacheva, Yulia, “Nation-Building in Contemporary Russia: Debates on Russian National Anthem and Day 
of People’s Unity”, M.A. Thesis submitted to the Central European University (2009): 40 
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The main methodological foundations of my work - critical discourse analysis (CDA), as 

well as the paradigm of invented tradition both were long since established on the verge of 

history, sociology, political science and anthropology, amongst other disciplines. However, 

how narratives get constructed and appropriated in post-Soviet Russia remains a somewhat 

under-researched field. Particularly, there is insufficient research in English language which 

analyses the case study in discussion. There is, however, plentiful in my native language - 

Russian. Thus I plan to contribute to existing scholarship by expanding on my chosen foci.  

With the help of theoretical and methodological concepts developed by Eric Hobsbawm, 

Teun A. van Dijk, James V. Wertsch and Maria Štejnman - I plan to provide an insight into 

how construction of historical narratives are executed and how they relate to political power 

structures and legitimization of their agenda amongst the masses in contemporary Russia. 

By positioning my work within the field of political critique, I adopt the critical approach 

aimed at unveiling the processes of fabrication of history for political purposes. I aim to 

contribute to the wide range of CDA practices, by introducing its methodology into the 

narratology of Russian national holidays, as well as by synthesizing CDA with other 

theoretical and methodological paradigms such as invented tradition, film analysis, political 

myth and national narrative templates. 

It is imperative to re-state that in my work, I aim at the multidisciplinary synthesis. Therefore, 

both theory and methods are essentially interconnected, blending in with each other in order to 

illustrate the viable answer to my posed research question. However, I would postulate that the 

main theoretical basis of this work is the concept of invented tradition, famously formulated 

by British historian Eric Hobsbawm. This paradigm was the primary inspiration to conduct this 

research and played the most important role in the devising of chosen research problematic.  

All translations from Russian in this work were made by myself, unless otherwise stated.  

My work is divided in theoretical and empirical chapters. First I shall outline the 

methodological and theoretical foundations of CDA, film analysis and invented tradition 

respectively and further shall proceed with empirical application of above mentioned concepts 

to my chosen case with the goal to address the research question. 

 

My research question, therefore, is formulated as follows: 

 

How and in which way The National Unity Day in Russian Federation can be described as an 

example of  invented tradition, introduced as a platform to legitimize particular political actors 

in Russia, fabricate historical narratives, break with the past and manipulate the masses? 
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Chapter 1: Theory & Methodology 
 

1.1 Methodology 
 

1.1.1 Delimitations 
 

It is essential for the clarity of my work to outline the delimitations. First, I do not entirely  

focus on national identity formation and relevant processes. Even though I shall not be able 

to avoid mentioning those, their usage is contextual and aimed to reinforce the main 

argument of this study. Second, I do not seek to provide the specialized historical analysis of 

the events associated with the Unity Day narratives. Such analysis would require the separate 

enquiry of its own, with the active usage of primary and secondary sources. Therefore, all 

historical facts in this study are also meant to reinforce the main line of argument. In regard 

to CDA – it is most and foremost the study of language interactions. That means, that quite 

often the complex analysis of linguistic structures such as syntax are performed. As long as 

the CDA is not the sole method of this investigation, I permit the limited usage of linguistic 

elements. I analyse certain rhetoric strategies, but without heavy emphasis on linguistics.  

Moreover, I declare that none of the material in this research work is aimed to be conclusive 

and is open to debate, criticism and interpretation.  

 

1.1.2 Critical discourse analysis 
 

Overview  
 

With the use of critical discourse analysis method I aim to proceed with analysing Unity Day 

related political speeches. I deem it necessary to briefly expand on the reasons why I have 

chosen discourse analysis, and in particular CDA, to address my chosen case study.  

I am aware that in academic field of discourse analysis there exists a variety of theoretical 

frameworks; some more theoretical, other more applied. I am also aware of the fact that CDA 

has been a widely used method to analyse discourse, and perhaps is not always applied 

correctly. In order to analyse my case study I need a methodological framework to effectively 

interpret chosen political speeches. That is- mostly interpret text vis-à-vis talk. Discourse 

analysis is a methodology that is directed at revealing the semiotics of spoken and written texts, 

so I see it being appropriate for my case study. I would like to state two reasons in regard to 

why I have chosen particularly CDA. 
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First, in my work I will deal with the notion of manipulation and abuse of history. One of the 

leading scholars in field of discourse analysis- Teun A. van Dijk, justified the use of particularly 

CDA in studying social manipulation by dominant actors (in this case- his paradigm he calls 

“triangulation approach”) in the following way:  

 

There are a number of crucial notions in critical discourse analysis that require 

special attention because they imply discursive power. Manipulation is one of 

them….Discourse analytical approach is warranted because most manipulation, 

as we understand this notion, takes place by text and talk. Secondly, those being 

manipulated are human beings, and this typically occurs through the 

manipulation of their 'minds', so that a cognitive account is also able to shed light 

on the processes of manipulation. Thirdly, manipulation is a form of talk-in-

interaction, and since it implies power and power abuse, a social approach is also 

important. 6 

 

I am therefore planning to apply, however not exclusively, his approach to my case study. 

The second reason would be the application of CDA in the doctoral thesis by Todd H. Nelson.7 

In his work, Nelson analysed a similar case study, that is- the manipulation of collective 

memory by the political regime (Putin’s Russia) in regard to Stalinist era. 

 
Method  
 

As stated above, as the fundamental methodological framework I have chosen an approach to 

CDA as presented by Teun A. van Dijk. It comes as necessary to deconstruct his approach in 

this section and synchronize it with the aims of my current research.  

First of all, the primary purpose of applying CDA methodology to my case study is to 

highlight the fabrication and/or appropriation of historical narratives done to justify, 

legitimize or reinforce both national and international agendas of current regime political 

institutions in Russian Federation through analysis of relevant discourse. While van Dijk’s 

research and analysis has spanned various, quite diverse types of discourse, there is a 

significant amount of work that he dedicated to study of speeches by politicians in order to 

                                                
6 van Dijk, Teun. A. "Discourse and Manipulation." Discourse & Society 17, no. 3 (2006): 359-360 
7 Nelson, Todd H. "Bringing Stalin Back in: Creating a Useable Past in Putin's Russia." ProQuest Dissertations 
Publishing, 2013 
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unmask hidden agendas through thorough analysis of political text and talk, 8 in other words- 

the analysis of political discourse. That being said, it is imperative to underline that my 

research in this section focuses predominantly on political discourse.  

In order to fully and comprehensibly deliver the theoretical framework of van Dijk’s research 

structure it is necessary to outline three parameters of his- first the more specific theories of 

ideology, dominance 9 and manipulation and second the more general approach to discourse 

analysis, or the so called triangulation approach. Important to state is that in his approach to 

political discourse analysis, van Dijk saw those aspects as essentially interconnected.  

While explicitly acknowledging the traditional Marxist view that identified ideologies as 

“false consciousness” or “…misguided beliefs inculcated by the ruling class in order to 

legitimate the status quo, and to conceal the real socioeconomic conditions of the workers” 10, 

van Dijk nevertheless speaks of necessity to formulate a less negative and more general 

definition in order to permit inclusion of broader categories, such as “positive ideologies” 

exemplified in feminism or anti-racism, while preserving the critical elements of the concept 

aimed to unmask dominance.   

While my particular research deals directly with power and dominance, I nevertheless 

consider it viable to use van Dijk’s more general definition of ideology in order to be able to 

apply it more widely. He provides the following definition: “Ideologies are the fundamental 

beliefs of a group and its members.” 11 More concretely, van Dijk views those “fundamental 

beliefs” as systems of ideas of social groups, which serve as basis for the formation of group 

social practices. Discourse and language, furthermore, are amongst the crucial social 

practices influenced by ideologies with the former two conversely influencing the way 

ideologies are learned or acquired. The majority of the discourse we produce as members of 

groups expresses in one way or another ideologically induced ideas and attitudes.  

Van Dijk argues further to point out that ideologies often develop as a consequence of 

conflicts between social groups, hence bringing about the antagonism of us against them- the 

aspect, which can be frequently observed in discourses. 12  

                                                
8 See, amongst others: Wodak, Ruth, and Teun A. van Dijk, Racism at the top. Parliamentary discourses on 
ethnic issues in six European countries. Klagenfurt: Drava, 2000; van Dijk, Teun A. Elite discourse and 
Racism. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1993 or van Dijk, Teun A. Discourse and Power  Basingstoke; New York; 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008  
9 Or domination- van Dijk uses the two terms interchangeably to signify the same meaning. 
10 van Dijk, Teun A., Ideology and discourse. A multidisciplinary introduction. Unpublished (2000): 9. 
11 Ibid., 7 
12 Ibid., 9 
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This brings us to the other crucial concept that needs more elaboration here- dominance. Van 

Dijk saw dominance as a part of a somewhat broader system of relationship between power 

structures and society. Thus additional concept needs to be introduced - that of social power. 

It is defined as: 

 

…control exercised by one group or organisation (or its ‘members) over the 

actions and/or the minds of (the members of) another group, thus limiting the 

freedom of action of the others, or influencing their knowledge, attitudes or 

ideologies. 13  

 

Dominance henceforth is “understood as a form of social power abuse, that is, as a legally or 

morally illegitimate exercise of control over others in one's own interests, often resulting in 

social inequality.” 14 Remarkably, it can be deduced here that social power can manifest both 

as legitimate political instrument such as persuasion, or can otherwise be used to dominate 

and abuse. To which degree the social power is abusive is a dependent variable.  

In direct relation to conceptual definition of dominance, the notion of manipulation thus 

implies the illegitimate influence or control over the discourse in order to make others do or 

believe things that are against their own interests, but meet the interest of the manipulator; 

thus reproducing inequality. More broadly, manipulation can be exercised by employing 

various media such a film, pictures, and photos, amongst others. 15 Notably, van Dijk views 

manipulation as a “Discursive form of elite power reproduction” 16.  

Based on the concepts mentioned above, I shall hence assume that the current political 

regime in Russia, particularly under Vladimir Putin, that is- politicians supporting his 

political initiatives- share the same ideology, and use historical narratives of the Unity Day in 

order to either exercise social power, and manipulation.  

Looking into how fabrication of history is used as means to legitimize the power structures- it 

might or might not manifest as social power abuse - this depends on the particular discourse. 

It is now possible to present the van Dijk’s triangulation approach more clearly.  

                                                
13 van Dijk, Teun A., "Discourse, power and access" in Rosa Caldas-Coulthard, Carmen and Malcolm Coulthard 
Texts and Practices: Readings in Critical Discourse Analysis. London: Routledge (1995): 85 
14 Ibid., 85 
15 van Dijk, "Discourse and Manipulation": 363 
16 Ibid., 364 
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Notably, van Dijk applies this paradigm variably, bending it according to particular 

conceptual background of the research he is conducting. 17 In my case however, I am using 

the configuration used in relation to ideology and political discourse. 18 There are three 

notions that constitute this configuration: discourse, cognition and society. Discourse is 

understood as “Language use, text, talk, verbal interaction, and communication” 19, cognition 

is presented in terms of: 

 

The mental aspects of ideologies, such as their nature as ideas or beliefs, their 

relations with opinions and knowledge, and their status as socially shared 

representations” 20 and society entails “The social, political, cultural and 

historical aspects of ideologies, their group-based nature, and especially their 

role in the reproduction of, or resistance against, dominance. 21  

 

While all three elements are undeniably important, I will predominantly focus on discourse 

and society. The main reason why the cognition aspect is de-emphasized is the specialized 

cognitive- psychological inquiry that is required to analyse it, which is beyond the scope of 

current research goals. The triangulation approach is furthermore used more as a categorical 

reference, providing conceptual definitions as well as fundament for a method of political 

discourse analysis, or, in other words- an approach, which relates discursive and socio-

political elements of political speeches.  

At this point, the questions need to be asked: how does one proceed with political discourse 

analysis?  Which discursive aspects of political speeches should be emphasized? Which 

discursive categories and criteria used? In one of his essays on political discourse, van Dijk 

illustrates such investigation. While analysing the political debates involving former Spanish 

Prime Minister attempts to legitimize the support of the USA in military intervention against 

Iraq in 2003, van Dijk used his triangulation approach to investigate elements of political and 

ideological discourse such as various rhetoric devices. Besides analysing textual properties 

author emphasized the necessity to include contextual analysis of political speeches in order 

                                                
17 Examples would be van Dijk, "Discourse and Manipulation." versus van Dijk, Ideology and discourse. A 
multidisciplinary introduction.  
18 van Dijk, Ideology and discourse. A multidisciplinary introduction. 
19 Ibid., 9 
20 Ibid., 9 
21 Ibid., 9 
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to have a relatively complete understanding of the means and aims of the speaker. 22 

Importantly, such an inquiry is by no means an attempt to deliver some sort of political 

speculations or conspiracy theories, but aims to highlight those aspects of the speeches and 

discursive expressions, which indicate the public reasons of the discussed speaker. 23 

Therefore, apart from providing description of particular properties of chosen political 

discourse, the social aspects such as values and ideologies as well as the contextual 

environment of the speaker are provided as well.  In other words, the political discourse and 

its elements should be viewed not only as textual components, but more crucially as 

manifestations of political processes and political action, including national and international 

level power politics and decision making, party propaganda and overall role of discussed 

discourse in political process. 24  

 

van Dijk defines political discourse as: 

 

Institutional verbal interactions and local manifestations of the global political 

acts of legislation, governing, and control of government that include speeches 

of MPs and members of government that pragmatically function as presenting 

and legitimating government decisions and policies, supporting the 

government, and engaging in opposition.25  

 

As mentioned above, it is imperative to not only pay attention to textual analysis but to 

contextual dimension as well. Van Dijk argues that contexts are not categories that exist 

objectively, and that they do not influence the textual dimension directly.  

Instead, he argues, it is the individual subjective perception and interpretation of those 

contexts by the politicians that influences the talk. He calls those subjective categories 

“context models”, as borrowed from cognitive psychology. 26 Such element belongs to the 

triangulation approach category of cognition. Nevertheless that I have stated the incentive to 

de-emphasize that category, I will nevertheless employ some elements from it in a somewhat 

simplified form.  

                                                
22 van Dijk, Teun A., "War Rhetoric of a Little Ally: Political Implicatures and Aznar's Legitimatization of the 
War in Iraq." Journal of Language and Politics 4, no. 1 (2005): 65 
23 Ibid., 65 
24 Ibid., 66 
25 Ibid., 66 
26 Ibid., 68 
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According to van Dijk in terms of political discourse context models are fairly general, but 

culturally variable- politicians belonging to the same political environment are likely to use 

standardized context models. That is, there exist certain standard patterns that politicians 

often refer to when forming their speech in reaction to a particular issue or event. 27 

Moreover, it is implied here that discourse is manifested as manipulative mainly in terms of 

context categories, coupled with textual structures. That being said, I plan to proceed with 

critical discourse analysis of a number of political speeches given by two different Russian 

presidents at different time, within the discourse surrounding the Unity Day. 

 

The questions that are going to guide the speech analysis are going to include the following: 

 

• Who are the speakers and the audience? 

 

• What is their political role/ stance in the context surrounding the Unity Day debate? 

 

• What discourse do they engage in relation to that context? 

 

• Can their discourse be categorized in terms of social power or manipulation? 

 

Following van Dijk’s model, the following argumentative and rhetorical strategies of 

speeches are going to be analysed, or sought for, in order to unmask manipulation:  

 
(a) Emphasis on the position, power, authority or moral superiority of the speaker(s) or their 
sources - and, where relevant, the inferior position, lack of knowledge, etc. of the recipients.  
 
(b) Focus on the (new) beliefs that the manipulator wants the recipients to accept as 
knowledge, as well as on the arguments, proofs, etc. that make such beliefs more acceptable.  
 
(c) Discrediting alternative (dissident, etc.) sources and beliefs. 
  
(d) Appealing to the relevant ideologies, attitudes and emotions of the recipients.  28 

 

On top of already mentioned categories, the so-called “categories of ideological analysis” as 

presented by van Dijk shall be used to identify political discursive elements. 29  

                                                
27 Ibid., 69 
28 Van Dijk, "Discourse and Manipulation.": 376 
29 Van Dijk, Ideology and discourse. A multidisciplinary introduction: 62-85. 
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1.1.3 Film Analysis: CDA, Wertsch and Štejnman 
 

Overview 
 

On 4th of November 2007, to mark the second year of the Unity Day celebrations, Vladimir 

Xotinenko’s 1612:  Xroniki Smutnogo Vremeni premiered to Russian audiences.  

The film with estimated budget of $12.000.000 30 tells a fictional story, set within the pseudo-

historical environment based on early seventeenth century period of Russian history known 

as the “Time of Troubles”. 

I argue that the film is a part of the Unity Day narrative, commissioned by the Kremlin 31 

arguably to deliver the political message and appeal to the wider masses in order to 

popularize the government doctrine, associated with the Unity Day, and manipulate the 

audiences. Therefore, this part of my work is going to be dedicated to the multidisciplinary 

analysis of the above mentioned motion picture.  

As was outlined earlier, the brand of critical discourse analysis as presented by Teun van Dijk 

is one of the chief methodological tools employed in this research. Apart from being applied 

to discursive elements such as political speeches, CDA is fairly commonly used in order to 

analyse the film discourse as well. 32  

Despite the fact that CDA is a fitting method for film analysis, as well as for my purposes, I 

deem it necessary to include the methodological approaches developed by Russian scholar 

Maria Štejnman as well as James V. Wertsch. Former has generated an exceptionally 

interesting synthesis of ideas, analysing how elements of myth are realised through mass 

culture 33 in order to be included into the narratology of political discourse.  

Latter brought about an important idea of “national narrative templates”, analysing Russia as 

a case study, and proposed a useful conceptualisation of those narratives, effectively useful 

for my own study. Further on, I am going to outline the conceptual paradigms just mentioned, 

with the goal to synthesize them and apply in order to fulfil my analytical aims in this 

section.  

                                                
30 1612: Xhroniki Smutnogo Vremeni." IMDb. November 01, 2007.  
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1139085./ (accessed 1/06/2019) 
31 The director of the film- Vladimir Xotinenko- openly confirms such a fact in an interview to the Russian 
newspaper: “Istoričeskoj pravdy net”. TimeOut. http://www.timeout.ru/msk/feature/1779 (accessed 1/06/2019) 
32 See Gatling, Margaret, Jane Mills and David Lindsay. "Representations of Middle Age in Comedy Film: A 
Critical Discourse Analysis." The Qualitative Report 19, no. 12 (2014): 1-15. or Amirian, Mohammad Reza, Ali 
Rahimi, and Gholamreza Sami. "A Critical Discourse Analysis of the Images of Iranians in Western Movies: 
The Case of Iranium." International Journal of Applied Linguistics & English Literature 1, no. 5 (2012): 1-13. 
33 Particularly film- Štejnman analysed three motion pictures, one of them also 1612. 
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It is imperative to state that I aim for synthesis of approaches that were not synthesized 

before. The reason for why I’ve chosen those  particular paradigms as well as how they are 

compatible in application to my case study is going to become clear as I proceed with 

analysis. 

 

Maria Štejnman and political myth in film 
 

The first to be presented here is a paradigm developed my Maria Štejnman in her work called 

“Non-political potential of political myth in mass culture” 34 Employing a variety of 

perspectives including scholars such as Niklas Luhmann, Roland Barthes, Abraham Moles 

and Pierre Bourdieu, amongst others- Štejnman developed an innovative thread of thought. 

While acknowledging the existence of a variety of definitions of myth, author focuses on 

relevance to political discourse. In these terms, political myth is most and foremost 

characterized as having structure which relies on elements which are in binary opposition to 

each other. She points out how myth, defined as having both the ability to “dissect” the being 

into various semantic fields and transform the social perception of reality, as well as being at 

the same time an artificially created and ideologically charged entity, 35 has the creative 

potential to invent its own, “secondary” reality 36 and meaning 37.  

Further on, Štejnman indicates that myth has the capacity to be a part of the political 

discourse, while often operating within the field of socio-cultural communication 38, 

including the mass media 39. Mass media here is defined as an element connecting mass 

culture and politics. Mass culture in its turn is defined, following Abraham Moles , as a part 

of the “mosaic”, or fragmentary model of culture, which forms under the influence of mass 

communication and forms a bulk of disconnected, non-hierarchical cultural elements, 

materialising the limited and biased field of cultural knowledge. 40 In other words, mass 

culture is seen as inseparable from mass media.  

                                                
34 Štejnman, Marija "Nepolitičeskij potencial političeskogo mifa v massovoj kulʹture" Vestnik RGGU. Serija: 
Politologija. Istorija. Meždunarodnye otnošenija no. 1 (2009): 38-52. 
35 Ibid., 38 
36 Ibid., 39 
37 Here Štejnman follows closely the ideas of Roland Barthes, who indicated the underlying qualities in myth. 
For Barthes, the function of myth is characterized by the substitution of signifier by signified, thus replacing the 
content of the myth’s object with the semantic form, created by ideology. See Barthes, Roland. “Mythologies” 
New York: Hill and Wang (1997): 109-156. 
38 Štejnman, "Nepolitičeskij potencial: 40. 
 
40 Moles, Abraham Sociodinamika Kulʹtury. M:Komkniga (2005): 37.  
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Following Niklas Luhmann, Štejnman carries on to argue that cultural elements, such as 

entertainment; formed under the influence of mass culture have the capacity to create their 

own, fictional reality and thus are akin to myth following the conception described above. 41  

Such entertainment, she argues, substantially differs from media journalism and news reports 

in the fact that the former does not aim at explaining the reality, but seeks to mobilise new 

interest and popularity amongst the audiences. Štejnman is thus positioning her research with 

the aim to find out how myth narratives get realised and actualised in mass culture, while 

being involved in manifestation of relevant political discourse. One of the main reasons why I 

have chosen to employ Štejnman’s approach is the fact that she is particularly interested in 

how Russian history gets mythologized, simplified, generalized and de-problematized within 

political discourse in Russia while at the same time new meanings are created that are 

directed at substitution of objective historical content with political messages aimed in their 

turn to meet the agenda of the political regime. History seizes to be an object of scientific 

historical inquiries and becomes in itself the sacralised bundle of symbols and texts serving 

the purpose of ideological indoctrination of the audiences. Štejnman analyses cinema as an 

instrument within the field of mass culture. Pointing at the boom of interest in historical 

narratives throughout Russian movie industry in the latter half of 2000’s, she indicates that 

the following political message can be extracted from a number of films 42:  

 

Russia is a strong state with heroic history. This heroic history is meant to 

make Russian audiences feel pride and make them want to identify as citizens 

of Russian Federation, who are included in the narrative as sharing the 

greatness and heroic acts of their ancestors. 43 

 

While it was noted that political myth has the capacity to create its own, secondary reality, as 

the basis for such reality historical facts are used. However, such historical facts play only a 

secondary role and serve as building blocks in creating a fictional narrative. 44 

 
 
 
 

                                                
41 Ibid., 40 
42 Štejnman analyses three films: 1612 (2007), My Iz Buduščego (eng: Black Hunters) (2008) and Aleksander: 
Nevskaja bitva (eng: Alexander) (2008). 
43 Ibid., 42 
44 Ibid., 42 
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James V. Wertsch and national narrative templates 
 

In his text called “Deep Memory and Narrative Templates: Conservative Forces in Collective 

Memory”, which is a part of the book edited by Aleida Assmann and Linda Shortt under the 

name “Memory and Political Change”- James V. Wertsch presents what he calls the “national 

narrative templates”. He starts the discussion with touching upon a concept of so-called 

“collective DNA” 45, which can be interpreted as a synonym for “collective memory” 46 and 

is a largely unnecessary metaphor for the purpose of this research. Wertsch proceeds to 

define “national narratives” in the twofold way. First, he provides a more general definition 

by Louise O. Mink, who spoke of narratives as cognitive instruments for making sense of the 

world, while arguing that such terminology applies onto modern-nation states . 47  

Second, he includes the definition by Jan Assmann, who thought of national narrative as 

“’cultural text’, a coherent ordering of events along a strict narrative line serving as an 

intellectual and emotional backbone of national identity”. 48 However, Wertsch takes the 

conceptualization beyond those definitions, while relying on them somewhat as a basis.  

He interprets national narratives not just as means to express ideas or make sense of the 

world, but as “cultural tools”, which apart from having a hermeneutic purpose, also have the 

capacity to influence cognitive and verbal processes thus playing a role in shaping the 

relevant discourse. Arguing that modern-nation states continuously make use of national 

narratives in order to construct identities, Wertsch indicates an importance of studying those 

processes and identifying their origins and purposes. 49 

Author proceeds to state that there exist deeper levels of meaning to narratives going beyond 

spoken and written texts in their literal form. Upon these claims; particularly that it is 

possible to analyse national narratives at several distinctive levels-he introduces concepts of 

narrative template and specific narrative. While latter are essentially named by the author as 

containing relatively factual and concrete information about, for example- historical events, 

the former are a much more complex entity:  

 

                                                
45 Wertsch, James V.,. "Deep Memory and Narrative Templates: Conservative Forces in Collective Memory" in 
Assmann, Aleida, and Linda Shortt. Memory and political change. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan (2011): 
173 
46 See: Assmann, Aleida. "Transformations between History and Memory." Social Research 75, no. 1 (2008): 
49-72. 
47 Wertsch. "Deep Memory and Narrative Templates”: 174 
48 Ibid., 174 
49 Ibid., 174 
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…narrative templates are generalized schematic structures that do not include 

such concrete information. They are cookie cutter plots or storylines that can 

be used to generate multiple specific narratives. 50 

 

 In other words, these often ideologically induced and politically motivated templates are 

created and repeatedly used in order to interpret or even invent specific narratives and put 

them within schematic, constructed semantic fields. The purpose and usefulness of the 

concept of narrative template, as argued by its author, stems mainly from the fact that it has 

the capacity to unveil hidden implications behind interpretation of various specific narratives. 

Having outlined the theoretical underpinnings Wertsch moves into praxis. He sets up an aim 

to determine the national narrative template in regard to interpretation of specific historical 

narratives in Russia. His main point goes into the argument that there is a common thread that 

unites specific narratives of Great Patriotic War (1941-1945), Patriotic War (1812), invasion 

by Livonian Order and Bishopric of Dorpat of the Novgorod republic in mid thirteenth 

century, exemplified in 1938 film by Sergei Eisenstein, as well as multiple other storylines, 

including the Time of Troubles and Polish-Lithuanian intervention into Russia in early 

seventeenth century. 51Wertsch states that despite the separation of those specific narratives 

in time and place, there is a common uniting element, or “code”, which can be read through 

how this events are often interpreted by the Russian mainstream historians and politicians. 

Herewith presented  is the instance of the national narrative template under the name 

“Expulsion of Foreign Enemies” and it is formulated in the following way, from point 1 to 4, 

respectively: 

 

1. An ‘initial situation’ in which Russia is peaceful and not interfering with others.  

2. Trouble, in which a foreign enemy viciously attacks Russia without provocation.  

 
3. Russia nearly loses everything in total defeat, as it suffers under the enemy’s attempts 

to destroy it as a civilization.  

 
4. Through heroism and exceptionalism, against all odds, and acting alone, Russia 

triumphs and succeeds in expelling the foreign enemy. 52 

 

                                                
50 Ibid., 175 
51 Ibid., 176 
52 Ibid., 176 



 

 
 

16 

Conceptual synthesis and relevance 
 

After presenting the two concepts above, the similarity and compatibility of approaches 

generated by both authors becomes traceable. On the one hand, Maria Štejnman, relying  on 

solid background, seeks to determine how Russian history gets mythologized and generalized 

by political regime through elements of mass culture in the media domain of cinema.  

She points out the particular political myth which is generated by political actors with the 

goal to meet certain agenda or even manipulate the audiences into believing that certain 

fictional narratives are true. She focuses on and outlines in detail the mythologized narrative 

that could be observed in films, associated with official state participation. On the other hand, 

James V. Wertsch conceptualizes the inter-related notions of specific narratives and narrative 

templates, with latter influencing, generating and manipulating the former. Wertsch also 

comes up with a particular example of narrative template which can be observed through 

medium of historical cinema, amongst others.  

While Štejnman introduces sophisticated theoretical paradigm through which the political 

myth has the capacity to create secondary reality and meaning, Wertsch indicated a similar 

approach, stating the idea that national narratives can co-create and modify the discourse by 

influencing both verbal and cognitive processes. Moreover, Štejnman explains how political 

myth is often used to generalize Russian history for political purposes and provides an 

instance of such myth, which can be observed from a number of relatively recent historical 

motion pictures. Such an argument is comparable with Wertsch’s notion of national narrative 

template, through the fact that both concepts are used in order to identify the thread of 

politically infused meaning in interpretation of historical narratives in film, affiliated with 

media production facilities which in their turn can be traced as delivering the message of the 

political regime in Russia. In other words, both authors seek to understand how history gets 

modified and manipulated to become a tool of official state propaganda using media as an 

instrument. 

There is a number of differences however. In her essay, Štejnman focuses exclusively on 

film, whereas Wertsch; while including cinema in his list of examples- also discusses other 

cases such as UN speeches and symphonies to support his argument. Additionally, while 

Wertsch states that national narrative templates can be used in positive and even productive 

ways 53, Štejnman talks about her paradigm in mostly negative key; as appropriation of myth 

                                                
53 Ibid., 184 
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and its creative potential by political ideology with the goal to influence the society, at the 

same time lowering the risk of being revealed as manipulators. 54 

As I have showed, while both concepts have their differences, their general means and aims 

are compatible, and therefore I see the possibility to synthesize them in order to apply to my 

particular case – the analysis of 1612.  

Naturally, several questions arise: how am I going to proceed with such synthesis? How is 

this going to help me with my research goals? Also, how can van Dijkian CDA be of help 

and how does it fit in with the other two ideas? 

In terms of CDA, I see it as a uniting element in synthesis if all three concepts here discussed. 

There are several reasons for that. First of all, van Dijk postulates that in terms of ideological 

discourse, the antagonism of us against them is frequently a moving engine that boosts the 

creation of political ideologies. In works of both Wertsch and Štejnman similar concept can 

be observed. Wertsch developed a national narrative template under the name “Expulsion of 

Foreign Enemies”, through which it could be seen that an antagonism of us against them, or 

creation of political other is the central pillar of his concept. Štejnman, along similar lines, 

talks about the fact that political myth is fundamentally characterized by the elements which 

are in binary opposition to each other, including the antagonism of us against them, amongst 

others. 55 Another aspect all three ideas have in common is the explicit relation to the notion 

of manipulation. To restate, van Dijk talks about that manipulation implies the presence of 

illegitimate control over discourse with the goal to make audiences believe or do things 

which are against their own interests, but in interests of manipulator, this way reproducing 

inequality. He additionally states that manipulation can be exercised through various media, 

including film. 56 Both Werstch and Štejnman talk about, that- in case of former- national 

narrative templates and in case of latter- political myths; are being used in Russian film for 

the sake of manipulating the audiences into taking invented, ideologized fictional narratives 

as truth. If Štejnman talks about narrative construction for political purpose rather 

straightforwardly, Wertsch talks about the more subtle manipulation of specific narratives by 

generalizing and narrowing down of such by narrative templates, which can be and are used 

for political purposes by nation states.  

                                                
54 Štejnman, Maria. “Nepolitičeskij potencial”: 50 
55 Ibid., 44 
 
 
56 See page 8  
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Thus the conceptual closeness and compatibility of discussed ideas becomes apparent, and in 

tune with the research hypothesis, as was mentioned earlier in this work. That being said, I 

plan to proceed with film analysis in a number of steps: 

 

1. Analyse the number of interviews and biographies in order to confirm that 1612 is a part of 

the political discourse surrounding the Unity Day. 

 

2. Former being confirmed, analyse selected plot parts of the film, in order to see if either (or 

both) national narrative template and political myth described by Wertsch and Štejnman 

respectively are present. 

 
3. Using van Dijkian approach to social power and manipulation interpret how discovered 

elements either confirm or refuse the hypothesis that 1612 is a part of the Unity Day 

narrative, commissioned by the Kremlin to deliver the political message and appeal to the 

wider masses in order to popularize the government doctrine, associated with the Unity Day, 

and manipulate the audiences.  
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1.2 Theory 
 

1.2.1 Eric Hobsbawm and invented tradition.  
 

Even though I explicitly state that I do not focus on nationalism and nation-building process, 

it is impossible to overlook that fact that the historical narratives, when used for the political 

purposes are often directed at performing a legitimizing function with the aim to bring about 

the coherence and foster closer ties between the nation and authority. 57 The history serves as 

the essential building block for national identity, via providing the fundament for claiming 

national unity, territory or power as inherited from the common past, or more accurately- the 

representations of the common past. 58 That invokes the narratives, that are supposed to 

represent the often mythical national origin, or particular events that are interpreted as the 

base elements of national character; those are essential for the nation-building process.59 

Through the process of using history for contemporary purposes, political authority thus 

synthesizes and associates past with the present issues as well as with the future of its power 

structures in order to foster their legitimization. 60 It is this, often openly executed approach 

to using history in order to tackle issues in the present as well as fostering or reinforcing 

political authority led to those selected narratives being linked with the concept of invented 

histories. 61 This brings us to the influential conceptual framework developed by Eric 

Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
57 Susana Carvalho and François Gemenne, “Introduction”, in Carvalho, Susana and François 
Gemenne, Nations and Their Histories: Constructions and Representations. New York: Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan (2009): 1-7 
58 Torbakov, Igor “History, Memory and National Identity: Understanding the Politics of 
History and Memory Wars in Post-Soviet Lands”, Democratizatsiya, Vol. 19 (2011): 209- 
232 
59 Bell., Duncan S.A., “Mythscapes: Memory, Mythology, and National Identity,” The British Journal of 
Sociology, Vol. 54 (2003): 69 
60 Torbakov, “History, Memory and National Identity”. 
61 Omelicheva, Mariya. "A New Russian Holiday has More Behind it than National Unity: The Political 
Functions of Historical Commemorations." Australian Journal of Politics & History 63, no. 3 (2017): 430-442. 
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Hobsbawm defined invented traditions as a:  

 

A set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and 

of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms 

of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the 

past. 62  

 

He continues to state that : “In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish 

continuity with a suitable historic past”. 63 While the historical facts often lie at the basis of 

invented tradition, the actual continuity with historical past is mainly fictitious, or invented. 

One of the main qualities of the invented tradition, according to Hobsbawm, is that it is the 

attempt to provide a contrast between the constantly changing nature of the present with the 

basis, or fundament which can be interpreted as deeply rooted and unchanging. 64 The 

process of inventing tradition characteristically involves the introduction of formal ritual 

base, which delivers the meaning by reference to the past and by repetition. 65 It is not 

always, however, that the content of invented tradition has to be introduced from a scratch. 

Often enough, new practices are established by building their formal, ritual and other cores 

on the old ones, which provide ready-made templates to borrow from. 66  

Hobsbawm indicates, on the basis of several examples, that political institutions can and 

often do invent their own historical continuity by either forgery or semi-fiction 67, in case if 

such inheritance cannot be established or contradicts the known historical sources.   

One of the most essential and important, for my research inclusively; aspects of invented 

tradition is that they occur more frequently in rapidly changing societies, in situations when 

previously established traditional, ritual and symbolic bases are not anymore actual, where 

transformation generates the need for new practices, the construction of which becomes the 

necessity given the reliance of political authorities upon such. 68  

 

 

                                                
62 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions” in Hobsbawm, Eric and Terence Ranger “The Invention 
of Tradition”. Vol. 15. New York: Cambridge University Press (2012): 1 
63 Ibid., 1 
64 Ibid., 2 
65 Ibid., 4 
66 Ibid., 6 
67 Ibid., 7 
68 Ibid., 4 
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Hobsbawm discerns several types of invented traditions:  

 

a) Those establishing or symbolizing social cohesion or the membership of groups, real or 

artificial communities 

 

b) Those establishing or legitimizing institutions, status or relations of authority 

 

c) Those whose main purpose was socialization, the inculcation of beliefs, value systems and 

conventions of behaviour. 69 

 

Hobsbawm furthermore postulates that every invented tradition uses history as a legitimizing 

factor for reinforcing both group cohesion and political action. 70  

Now, while I do deliberately include invented tradition as an integral part of my theoretical 

framework, I am aware of multiple criticisms and refutations that occurred towards the 

concept throughout the academia. The critique of Hobsbawm’s paradigm is often directed 

towards his historicized understanding of traditions. He makes a clean break between 

traditions which are “genuine” and those which are “invented”, indicating the difference in 

degree of authenticity.  Additionally, he argues; in case if traditions are re-invented or 

revived, that means a disruption with those practices deemed genuine, because as far as latter 

are alive and present in the society, there is no need to invent or re-invent them. 71  

The constructivist opponents of this concept state that, for instance- every tradition is a 

representation of the past and it’s not possible to separate its content from those 

interpretations made in the present. 72 Traditions, according to this reading of them, are not 

simply inherited in some sort of genuine form but unavoidably contain symbolic 

constructions that represent present concerns. 73 Furthermore, some opponents of 

Hobsbawm’s idea underline the fact that tradition not only can, but must and shall change 

with the passage of time.  

                                                
69 Ibid., 9 
70 Ibid., 12 
71 Plant, B. K., “Secret, Powerful, and the Stuff of Legends: Revisiting Theories of Invented Tradition,” 
Canadian Journal of Native Studies 28, no. 1 (2008): 178 
72 Handler, Richard and Jocylin Linnekin, “Tradition, Genuine or Spurious,” Journal of American Folklore 97 
(1984): 276 
73 Linnekin, Jocelyn. “Cultural Invention and the Dilemma of Authenticity,” American Anthropologist 93 
(1991): 447. 
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To provide an alternative, terms such as “lived tradition” are proposed. 74 Tradition in that 

sense is understood as a much more flexible or fluctuant notion, with characteristic tendency 

to be associated with discontinuity same as with continuity or inheritance. 75  

Another significant criticism towards Hobsbawm is directed from Aleida Assmann. She saw 

the concept of invented histories not as inherently flawed, but as addressing the somewhat 

self-limiting scope of issues. She argues that by introducing such notions as “constructed” 

and “fabricated” into the discourse on traditions, Hobsbawm positioned his research within 

the ideology critique through Marxist tradition, particularly Frankfurt school.  

Latter, according to Assmann, largely viewed ideology as representing wrong values and 

oppressive tendencies and considered it as something that needs to be exposed and 

eradicated. 76 Thus she directs her main criticism towards the invented tradition as based on 

the aim to point out the notions of inventendness or manufacturedness as false. The 

Hobsbawm intention to additionally unmask invented traditions as; through association with 

political actors-containing hidden agenda and imposing the political will top-down on masses 

is interpreted by Assmann as asking the wrong questions. 77 Instead, Assmann indicates; 

similarly to constructivist critique mentioned prior- that traditions are not necessarily false 

because they are constructed as long as their construction and manufacturing is something 

that occurs consistently throughout the process associated with the interactions between 

history and memory. 78 Assmann proposes to distance from the critique of ideology, while 

not abandoning it entirely- towards approaching the larger variety of underlying processes. In 

other words, instead of just looking for empirical evidence in order to indicate the presence of 

narrative inventedness and involvement of political actors, Assmann suggests that addressing 

the issues of how these constructs work and how they succeed of fail to mobilize the masses, 

as well as understanding the biases and standards behind such constructs followed by 

investigating the political consequences are all necessary in order to understand the full 

extent of the process. 79 While I do agree that asking these questions is important for 

providing a more comprehensible analysis of how new traditions emerge, I do think that there 

                                                
74 Beckstein, Martin. “The Concept of a Living Tradition,” European Journal of Social Theory 20, no. 4 (2017): 
491–510 
75 Handler, Richard “On Sociocultural Discontinuity: Nationalism and Cultural Objectification in Quebec,” 
Current Anthropology 25 (1984): 55-71 
76 Assmann, "Transformations between History and Memory”: 66. 
77 Ibid., 66 
78 Ibid., 67 
79 Ibid., 67 
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is a general difference in how Assmann and Hobsbawm approached the notion of invented 

tradition, mainly in which aims they identified.  

It is certainly true that Hobsbawm was a Marxist historian, influenced by the Frankfurt school 

– he remained such until the very end of his life. 80 However, despite being associated with a 

tradition that is infamous, perhaps unjustifiably- for promoting the dogmatic views on 

historical processes, Hobsbawm was the man of extraordinary wit- he did not reduce himself 

to dogmatism, but throughout his many works kept an open mind as for understanding and 

including other humanistic theories and methods in his own research. 81  

Particularly, this undogmatic approach can be visible in Hobsbawm actively criticizing 

historical positivism, which as he described relied too heavily on the role of theories in 

historical analysis. At the same time, however, he also criticized the postmodern 

constructivists which seemed to so passionately disagree with him. Hobsbawm’s main 

argument against the latter was that he insisted on the vital importance of maintaining the 

distinction between the historical fact and fiction, while constructivists often insisted on the 

nonexistence of historical truths. 82 Hobsbawm retained the view that the main responsibility 

of the historian is to uphold the critical stance, and to continue to develop the critical 

methods. He famously said “We have a responsibility to historical facts in general, and for 

criticizing the politico-ideological abuse of history in particular”. 83 Thus, Hobsbawm saw 

critique as a public responsibility of historians. As is visible from my earlier statements, I do 

share this point of view and do identify with this public responsibility.  

Nevertheless I do acknowledge that, perhaps due to his Marxist dedications, even though 

mainly undogmatic- Hobsbawm did seek to provide a “grand narrative” in some of his most 

influential historical works. He sought to explain history, by identifying patterns of historical 

development, often tied to Marxist postulates such as reliance of social and cultural progress 

on economic processes or development of the means of production. In other words, in 

Marxian terms, on precedence of base over superstructure.  84 While I would argue that latter 

is not necessarily untrue, I shall largely keep the more detailed discussion of Marxian 

historiography out of my current research, mainly due to space restrictions.  

                                                
80 Kocka, Jürgen. "Eric J. Hobsbawm (1917–2012)." International Review of Social History 58, no. 1 (2013): 7 
81 Ibid., 7 
82 Ibid., 8 
83 Ibid., 8. 
84 Kisch, Herbert, and John P. Henderson. "Hobsbawm and "The Age of Capital"." Journal of Economic Issues 
16, no. 1 (1982): 107-30 
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However, I would also argue that construction of so-called “grand narratives”, or the attempts 

to explain history through identifying certain patterns of development can mean sailing out in 

treacherous waters. One puts himself in the immediate danger of reducing highly complex 

historical processes to a few deterministic factors.  

Coming back to the issue of invented traditions; from providing the slightly broader 

perspective on how Hobsbawm positioned his research, it becomes clear that he identified 

himself and his aims as a historian towards providing and retaining the critical perspective, 

especially when it comes to abuse of historical fact for political purposes. Assmann in this 

case, while not altogether rejecting the critical stance, positioned her research within the field 

of memory studies, and insisted that constructive analysis and scientific and political 

neutrality should overtake the formulation of direct political criticisms. Her coming from the 

background of anthropology might also explain the nature of her disagreement with 

Hobsbawm on the nature or formation of new, politically motivated traditions. While I do 

think that Assmann raises some important questions and points out certain flaws of 

Hobsbawm’s method; and despite the number of other criticisms- I would insist that the 

Hobsbawm’s notion of invented tradition fits my case exceptionally well. The reason for this 

is not only my personal motivation to provide political or ideological critique, but also 

numerous conditions surrounding the invention, development and upholding the tradition of 

the Unity Day in Russian Federation. The concrete examples discussing how invented 

tradition applies to the case of the Unity Day are going to be examined in the following 

chapter of my work. 
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Chapter 2: Empirical analysis 
 

2.1 CDA of political speeches 
 

2.1.1 Speech 1 
 

As the first piece for critical discourse analysis I have chosen a speech by the Russian 

president Vladimir Putin on occasion of Unity Day celebration on November 4, 2014. The 

Unity Day is celebrated in Russia yearly since 2005 with gala ceremonies usually taking 

place in Kremlin. Typically, the president opens the ceremony with the speech highlighting 

the purpose of the celebration and relating the historical content of the holiday with the 

current political and social situation in the country. Those speeches illustrate the main core of 

the official regime ideological agenda regarding the Unity Day, based on the definitions 

provided earlier. 85 Such agenda therefore shapes the social practices of the regime, which 

manifest as social power and in some cases, as analysis will show, manipulation - through the 

usage of historical narratives to boost patriotism and legitimize political decisions. The 2014 

was chosen for the number of events that occurred during that year. Those include 

Euromaidan, 2014 Ukrainian Revolution and most notably the annexation of Crimea by the 

Russian Federation which led to dramatic changes in international relations, distancing 

Vladimir Putin’s Russia from its Western partners.  

Putin during his terms in Kremlin, year after year used the Unity Day celebrations arguably 

in order legitimize the tribulations and failures of his own political apparatus through 

interpreting its decisions as the will of the people. Thus as an important platform, the holiday 

should be analysed discursively in order to reveal such machinations.  

As the Vladimir Putin gave the current speech, little introduction of him as a politician is 

needed. 86 As was mentioned, the speeches typically take place within Kremlin premises. 

With Vladimir Putin as primary speaker and the host, the word is also briefly given to other 

individuals; especially to those who receive various government honours during the 

ceremony- those speeches are not going to be analysed here.  The audiences are usually 

representatives of national and international elites, with occasional, but rare instances of 

civilians invited, such as teachers. 

                                                
85 See page 6 
86 For a more detailed inquiry into Vladimir Putin’s biography and political career, see: "Vladimir Putin." 
Encyclopædia Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Vladimir-Putin. (accessed 25.07.2019) 
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In the year 2014 particularly, a number of foreign representatives were given honours for 

“strengthening the friendship ties with Russia”, and “preservation and popularization of 

Russian language and culture abroad”. 87 Again, because the speech is given by the president 

himself, the rhetoric is always in support for necessity and importance of Unity Day narrative 

and celebrations. As long as the speech is a part of a yearly national holiday curriculum, and 

perhaps because it did not tackle any particular domestic or foreign issues explicitly- it did 

not cause significant public discussion. The national or international impact of Unity Day 

speeches typically constitutes supporting the stated historical and political narrative as well as 

building international networks and cooperation through inviting representatives of foreign 

political and cultural elites and offering them state honours. The speech was divided into two 

parts. First part was approximately 3 minutes 40 second long, while the second lasted a little 

over a minute. In between, there took place an offering of state honours to chosen invited 

guests at the gala. During the break, those guests who were offered honours gave relatively 

short speeches, usually expressing the gratitude and support for the Unity Day and relative 

initiatives. 88  

I follow the van Dijk’s model of speech analysis, which includes numbering of every line in 

the discussed speech extract for the sake of clear analytical reference. 89 The above-described 

methods are going to be used to analyse all speeches in this section, unless stated otherwise. I 

deem it necessary to additionally explain the motivation behind my choice of the following 

extracts. In terms of this particular speech, which can be described as relatively short, both 

extracts presented below constitute the part of this speech where the speaker expressed the 

ideological content behind the Unity Day narratives. Thus, when extract 2 ends, speaker 

briefly concludes the first part with relatively neutral rhetoric, and then commences with 

offering state honours. The second part of the speech, which follows the honour-giving is 

very short and largely irrelevant- there the speaker wraps up his address, congratulating and 

thanking the audiences. The second part is left outside the scope of the analysis. Important to 

state is that the speeches taken from the president of Russia website are originally in Russian 

language. However, the website provides English translations-those are presented below. 

 

 

                                                
87 Priëm Po Slučaju Dnja Narodnogo Edinstva” The President of Russia website. 
 http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46916 (accessed 10/04/2019) 
88 Excerpts by honoured guests are also available on the president of Russia website 
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46916 
89 Van Dijk, "Discourse and Manipulation.": 378 
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Extract 1 
 

1 Friends, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,  

 

2 Congratulations to you all on National Unity Day. This holiday stands for the loyalty  

3 of our people to their homeland. This indissoluble bond, this responsibility for  

4 their Fatherland have always served as the basis for Russia’s independence and  

5 sovereignty, while patriotism and love for our country have held our multi-ethnic  

6 nation together for centuries. We inherited these powerful and sincere feelings  

7 from our parents and grandparents. Loyalty to our rich spiritual and cultural  

8 heritage is the true essence of this holiday. There is good reason why it was timed  

9 to coincide with the key event in our history, when the people put an end to the  

10 tragic Time of Troubles. The anguish they felt for their country, for the intestine  

11 feuds, weakness of authority, for the betrayal of their Motherland united people  

12 of different ethnicity and religion. They formed militia and liberated Moscow  

13 from occupation, thus saving their homeland from strife and determining the  

14 future of Russia as a great and powerful state. 

 

In the extract above several ideological discursive categories are evident, namely: history as a 

lesson, dramatization/ hyperbole and national self-glorification.  

History as a lesson entails constructing an argument in order to highlight that events which 

happened in the past, and now are a part of history - have direct relevance today, are 

relatively comparable to current situation and thus, as long as the law of history is often taken 

for granted as having legitimating power - can also potentially justify the current agenda 90.  

As long as historical narrative is the central pillar of the Unity Day concept, history as a 

lesson is perhaps the most widely used discursive category. In lines 3, 4, 5, 6 the speaker 

highlights certain political sentiments such as “ responsibility for the their fatherland”, 

“patriotism” and “love for our country” as something that Russia’s historical ancestors 

possessed in the past, and as something that held “our multi-ethnic nation” together. 

Furthermore, in line 6 the direct inheritance of such qualities by contemporary generations is 

emphasized.  

                                                
90 Ibid., 380 
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The official historical narrative postulates that “unity” was achieved by the leaders during the 

historical uprising of 1612 in face of various internal social and political crises (lines 10-14) 

and thus is directed towards implying the fact that the people should respect their history and 

their leaders, and support the regime in order to achieve peace and stability just like their 

predecessors did centuries ago.  

Dramatization and hyperbole are both used as rhetorical devices to exaggerate the facts to 

support one’s argument or political stance. The use of hyperboles is fairly frequent in speech 

extract in discussion. In line 3- “indissoluble bond”, line 6- “powerful and sincere feelings”, 

10- “anguish they felt” and “betrayal of their Motherland”. All these are visible exaggerations 

aimed at triggering the audiences emotionally and instigating emotional attachment to the 

narrative and patriotic sentimentality. Considering that the state narrative of the Unity Day is 

the interpretation of historical events, sensualizing the rhetoric is an evident move to 

appropriate the historical facts to achieve certain political agenda.   

National self-glorification is a strategy of political positive self-presentation, which 

constructs the positive image of the speaker by praising the nation’s history, principles or 

traditions thus instigating nationalism. It is important not to confuse this category with 

“history as a lesson” category.  

Despite the apparent overlapping, the main difference lies in the fact that latter is used to 

justify the relevance of historical events and the need to learn historical lessons, while the 

former is directed at glorifying the principles and great qualities of one’s country and 

ancestors and emphasizing the inheritance of those by the current regime thus helping to 

legitimize the actual political agenda. 91 

Given that the Unity Day is aimed to glorify the nation’s ‘heroic’ past, the extract in 

discussion is abundant with national self-glorification. In lines 3-6 speaker outlines how 

“responsibility for their Fatherland have always served as the basis for Russia’s independence 

and sovereignty, while patriotism and love for our country have held our multi-ethnic nation 

together for centuries”. Here is evident the unrealistic talk of some kind of “responsibility of 

our people”, a very vague expression without much base in actual history. In lines 9-14 

president again glorifies ‘the people’ who united, formed a militia and saved their homeland 

to give way to the bright future.  

 

                                                
91 Ibid., 380 
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Sounds like a plot of a fictional Hollywood blockbuster (akin to the state sponsored film- 

1612). In reality, a bizarre oversimplification and abuse of historical facts, presenting an 

inaccurate and distorted image of history to the audiences. 92 Such abundant use of national 

self-glorification suggests an implicit political agenda: If our historical ancestors were great 

heroes who united the nation and built up the strong state, we should respect them 

unquestionably as much as we should respect the authorities currently in charge as being 

direct descendants of those heroes, and thus worth glorifying on their own.  

 

Extract 2 
 

1 Over four centuries have passed, but the dramatic events of those times remain an  

2 eternal historical lesson for us, serving as an example for all generations and a rule for us  

3 all – a rule that says we should preserve and protect our national interests. Failure to  

4 bear in mind these national interests may lead to disintegration and ruin of the country;  

5 its sovereignty is of the same fundamental value as freedom and democracy. Friends, this  

6 year we have been through some tough challenges. Our people responded to those  

7 challenges with consolidation and a spiritual and moral upheaval, just as they did many  

8 times in the past. Striving for justice and truth has always been held high in Russia. There  

9 is no threat that can force us to forsake our values and ideals. 

 

In the second extract a number of categories of ideological analysis are maintained, while a 

number of other elements suggest an existence of unproclaimed, thus hidden political agenda. 

Firstly, in lines 1-3 dramatization and hyperboles (eternal historical lesson, dramatic events) 

are used in order to further reinforce the emotional response of the audiences to the narrative. 

Secondly, the history as a lesson category is taken to the next level here. If the first part of 

discussed speech focused on glorifying the (largely ungrounded) qualities of historical 

ancestors such as patriotism and love for one’s country serving as the basis of the moral 

stance that led to military and political success and national ‘unity’ during the uprising of the 

1612, in the second part of the speech the president focuses on how such lessons should be 

learned and how they are relevant for contemporary generations. Without much hesitation the 

speaker openly uses the presented narrative to state that to “preserve and protect our national 

interests” is “a rule for us all” (lines 2-3) and that failing to protect such interests may lead to 

                                                
92 For historical reference, see page 59 
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“disintegration and ruin of our country”. By doing so, the speaker thus introduces a new 

category of ideological analysis – norm expression.  

This category can be understood as introducing discursive elements that can be interpreted as 

being a “norm”. In other words, in my particular discursive context, norm expression would 

be manifested as certain acts that should or should not be done in order to learn the lesson of 

the past and protect national interests (not let it happen again). The use of pronouns such as 

‘we’ and ‘our’ is common in this category in order to link the shared heritage of the past, 

contemporary generations and actual political interests of the current political regime. 

Employing the norm expression is highly evident in the second extract, which is also the 

latter part of the speech and is aimed to conclude the fragment, which addresses historical 

narrative and its interpretation. The norm expression is reinforced (lines 3-4) by the 

statement, which proclaims that harsh consequences will come, if the norms shall not be 

followed. This assertion can be interpreted in two ways. First, it can be explained in terms of 

another category of ideological analysis- counterfactuals. In terms of political debates and 

speeches, this category is often used in order to demonstrate what will happen if the current 

policies shall not go the way the political agenda of the speaker suggests.  

Usage of counterfactuals can be an effective instrument of persuasion and by definition is not 

manipulative. Second, in my case, the speaker suggests that it is the failure to protect 

“national interests” that may lead to “disintegration and ruin of the country”.   

There are problematic elements to such discourse. Mainly, it is the absence of clear definition 

of what is meant by “national interests”. If such interests are based on the historical narrative 

the celebration of which is the core occasion of the given speech, it won’t make much sense - 

the narrative in discussion touches upon violent civil conflict, where, clashed by interests of 

opposing groups- so- called ‘national interests’ did not exist in united form. 93 Henceforth the 

message of protection of so-called ‘national interests’ inherited from historical past is no 

more than myth making. If the latter is true, that only leaves the national interests as defined 

by the current political regime to protect and preserve, proving the fact that the Unity Day 

narrative is used as a platform to legitimize the current political regime ideology. The 

demonstration of such normative statements also indicates the ideological background and 

social practices that the speaker seeks to legitimize by engaging in social power.  

                                                
93 See page 60 
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The use of the latter is quite evident, as long as the speech is directed not only towards the 

group of people present at the gala meeting, but also towards the broader audiences- the 

speech is available in open access on the website of the president of Russia. 94  

Thus, the speaker seeks to popularize his own group ideology amongst the masses by 

legitimating it through the use of historical narrative that is meant to create a patriotic 

response, based on the shared heritage and responsibility for preserving the (largely 

manufactured) national unity. Furthermore, while using norm expression and positioning the 

‘national interests’ as something that ‘should be protected and preserved’, the president 

actually implies quite concrete acts and policies executed by his apparatus, without explicitly 

mentioning those.  Such implications can be observed in lines 5-9. There the “tough 

challenges” that  “we have been through” “this year” are mentioned, and that “the people” 

responded with “consolidation” and “spiritual and moral upheaval”. Knowing from the 

context that was introduced prior to speech analysis, it is likely the speaker means the 

annexation of Crimea where the controversial referendum was held and where the majority of 

the ethnic Russians allegedly voted to become a part of Russian Federation, fostering 

“consolidation of the people” 95 Further, in line number 9 speaker mentions that no threat will 

make “us” forsake those values and ideals. The threat implied here is likely the international 

condemnation of such annexation and further worsening of relationship of Russian 

Federation with Ukraine and EU.  

To sum up, it can be observed that behind colourful veil of history, the government seeks to 

promote and reinforce popular support for its controversial policies. Such observations, 

however hidden the promotion of national interests might seem in discussed context; do not 

unequivocally point out the presence of dominance. However, certain manipulative aspects 

are at hand.  Firstly, we have seen that the speaker seeks to emphasize the authority and 

moral superiority of his regime by relating to historical ancestors and asserting to have 

common principles with them, thus claiming inheritance of historical greatness. This is 

reinforced by the fact that the audience of the speech are a selected number of national and 

international elites, and not wider population of the country. Secondly, the distorted historical 

narrative is promoted as something that should be accepted as knowledge, and learned from 

in order to protect ‘national interests’.  

                                                
94 Priëm Po Slučaju Dnja Narodnogo Edinstva” The President of Russia 
websitehttp://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46916 (accessed 10/04/2019) 
95 O'Loughlin, John and Gerard Toal. "The Crimea Conundrum: Legitimacy and Public Opinion After 
Annexation." Eurasian Geography and Economics 60, no. 1 (2019): 6-27. 
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Thirdly, as seen through the analysis of counterfactuals category, the speaker suggests that 

not protecting the so-called national interests can lead to disintegration of the country, an 

extreme that is to be avoided by all costs. There is a reason to assume that the alternative to 

not following the current government agenda is shown to lead to a failure, that is, subtly- the 

alternatives, whatever they might be, are discredited. Lastly, by usage of such categories as 

dramatization, hyperboles, history as a lesson, norm expression and national self-glorification 

the speaker appeals to those attitudes, emotions and ideologies of the audiences that are the 

most relevant for legitimating his cause. Even though there exist much more varied 

categories of manipulative discourse, some essential elements in accordance to the 

framework presented earlier 96 are evident in discussed speech. That is, it can be concluded 

that in one way or another, the speaker did seek to manipulate his audiences. I would argue 

further that by distorting or bending the historical narrative to achieve certain goals, the 

speaker thus creates inequality as long as distorted image of history is against the best 

interests of the audiences, but meets the interests of the speaker in this case.  

 

2.1.2 Speech 2 
 

For the second analysis I have chosen a speech given by then president of Russian Federation 

Dmitry Medvedev, on occasion of National Unity Day, November 4, 2011. This particular 

speech was chosen first of all for the reason that it was given by a different president, on the 

same occasion - Unity Day. Thus, in comparative perspective I aim to show how and if 

Dmitry Medvedev approach to the narrative of the holiday is anyhow different than that of 

Vladimir Putin. Moreover, the categories of discursive analysis that were used to examine the 

previous speech stand in full in regard to this one.  

The choice of the year here is less relevant for the purpose of the research, however a few 

events that happened that year could be included as related, namely the signing of the treaty 

thus creating the Eurasian Economic Union between Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan 97 as 

well as massive civil protests against falsification of Russian parliamentary elections.98  

                                                
96 See page 7 
97 Bryanski, Gleb. "Russia's Putin Says Wants to Build ‘Eurasian Union’" Reuters. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-putin-eurasian-idUSTRE7926ZD20111003 
(accessed 26.04.2019) 
98 Batty, David. "Russian Election Protests – Saturday 10 December 2011." The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/global/2011/dec/10/russia-elections-putin-protest 
(accessed 26.04.2019) 
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Notably, both of these events happened within a month from the discussed speech taking 

place. A brief introduction of the speaker is needed here in order to better understand the 

context of the speech. Dmitry Medvedev served a presidential term from 2008 to 2012. Prior 

to elections, and following his long professional relationship with Vladimir Putin, he was 

widely named as his protégé, also being one of the key members of Putin led United Russia 

political party. Medvedev’s landslide presidential victory in 2008 was criticized by some 

critics as unfair, however the majority accepted the election as legitimate. 99 

Medvedev appointed Vladimir Putin as the prime minister, thus causing wide public debate 

about the source of executive power in the country- many voiced concerns about that Putin 

could exercise behind-the-scenes influence and might even retain power de-facto. 100 

Nevertheless, some policies of Medvedev contrasted with those of Putin’s, namely the course 

on political and economic liberalization, as well as a more democratic approach to power 

coupled with a positive attitude towards Western culture and values. 101 

 As long as the background of the holiday commemoration ceremonies was given in previous 

section, I shall proceed directly to the context. Despite the fact that the gala ceremony 

traditionally takes place within the premises of Moscow Kremlin, in the year 2011 it was 

arranged in Nizhnij Novgorod. According to the website of the president of Russia, the place 

was chosen particularly for the fact that it “played such a special a part in strengthening 

Russia’s statehood” 102. According to the same source, it was there the leaders of the 1612 

uprising- Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij formed militia to liberate Moscow from 

‘interventionist’ forces. 103 A few interesting facts must be mentioned here in regard to 

Nizhnij Novgorod. First, in the year 2005, the year when National Unity Day was first 

celebrated, the regime under Vladimir Putin initiated two projects: first to rename the square 

in historical centre of the city to “Square of National Unity” 104 and second to install the 

slightly smaller copy of the monument to Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij. 105  

                                                
99 Britannica Academic, s.v. "Dmitry Medvedev,"  
https://academic-eb-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/levels/collegiate/article/Dmitry-Medvedev/442805. (accessed April 
26, 2019) 
100 Bush, Jason. "Putin Names Medvedev His Successor." Business Week (Online), 2007: 1. 
101  Ibid., 3 
102 "Russia Is Celebrating National Unity Day." President Of Russia website. 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/13340 (accessed 20/ 04/ 2019) 
103 Ibid 
104  Ploščadʹ Narodnogo Edinstva - Ènciklopedija Nižnego Novgoroda. 
https://www.nnov.ec/%D0%9F%D0%BB%D0%BE%D1%89%D0%B0%D0%B4%D1%8C_%D0%9D%D0%
B0%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B4%D0%BD%D0%BE%D0%B3%D0%BE_%D0%95%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0
%BD%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B2%D0%B0 
(accessed 26.04.2019) 
105 Original was installed on the Red Square in Moscow in 1818 
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Former is perhaps one of the most significant acts in relation to the Unity Day narrative, as 

long as renaming of the major Russian city urban area in connection with the new public 

holiday is extraordinary.  

The audiences to whom the speech was directed were typically local and international elites, 

with multiple foreign representatives receiving state honours, namely Friendship medal and 

Pushkin medal – mostly for promoting and developing Russian culture and language abroad. 
106 The speech was not broadcast live in full, however parts of it were shown on some state 

TV channels as part of yearly Unity Day coverage 107 . Most presidential speeches in regard to 

the Unity Day are also available on the president of Russia website. 108  

As was mentioned in previous speech analysis, speeches on occasion of Unity Day tend to 

have a repeated message from year to year, with national impact largely limited to the 

proclaimed narrative of the holiday (rallying the patriotic sentiment, attempts at building 

national unity) and international impact reduced to network building through offering state 

honours to foreign elites invited to the gala reception. As the previous speech that was 

discussed, this talk was divided into two parts. First part lasted approximately 6 minutes 45 

seconds, while the second part was roughly 2 minutes 30 seconds long.  

As usually is the case, the speaker made a break in between in order to offer state honours to 

invited participants, and let them make relatively short comments.  

The extracts presented below were chosen according to the similar criteria that was used 

during analysis of the first speech. The first extract includes the beginning of the speech, and 

contains interpretation of relevant historical narrative by the speaker. In the second extract, 

which is the uninterrupted continuation of the first one, the president develops an argument 

further elaborating on the relevance of the historical narrative for contemporary generations, 

linking the past and present. These aspects are important as long as such interpretations often 

demonstrate the intentions of the speaker and presence/ absence of the historical fabrications.  

The first and second extracts are separated solely for the reason of more convenient 

presentation and analysis.  

 

                                                
106 Inostrannye graždane, nagraždënnye gosudarstvennymi nagradami Rossijskoj Federacii. President of Russia 
website. http://kremlin.ru/supplement/1071 (accessed 26.04.2019) 
107 For example,  as part of the coverage on Petersburg-Channel 5: “Rossija otmečaet Denʹ narodnogo edinstva”. 
5TV. https://www.5-tv.ru/news/47273/?page=0 (accessed 26/04/ 2019) 
108 "Russia Is Celebrating National Unity Day." President Of Russia website. 
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/13340 (accessed 20/ 04/ 2019) 
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The third extract was chosen for the reason the it concludes the speech, and contains a few 

final remarks that summarize how the speaker sees the interplay of the historical narrative 

interpretation and contemporary political reality. The parts of the speech that were de-

emphasized mainly include the address of the speaker towards brief comments by recipients 

of the state awards, as well as less relevant comments on international cooperation in terms of 

language and culture.  

 

Extract 1 
 

1 Ladies and gentlemen, friends,  

 

2 I wish you all my warmest congratulations on this holiday, the National Unity Day, and I  

3 welcome you all to this ancient town of Nizhny Novgorod, which played such a special  

4 part in strengthening Russia’s statehood, and in the events that took place here almost  

5 (400) years ago. 

6 We remember that it was at that moment that Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij 

7 formed the volunteer corps that went on to free Moscow from the interventionist forces 

… 

8 These dates commemorate not just important events in our country’s history but also  

9 remind us of the importance of national consolidation and of lessons that remain greatly  

10 significant for our lives today and for Russia’s future. Patriotism, civic spirit, and love for 

11 the Fatherland are the fundamental values that have always cemented the multi-ethnic  

12 Russian state.  

13 Today too, they are our moral backbone and centuries-old heritage, and  

14 are at the same time a symbol of the young democratic Russia, a country that today is  

15 technologically upgrading its industry, modernising the way the country is run, and  

16 indeed, modernising every sphere of public life. We are strengthening our civil society  

17 and institutions of public representation, and are renewing and modernising our legal  

18 system and law enforcement agencies. We are making our social policy more effective,  

19 working to make our education system, our schools and universities among the best,  

20 and are paying particular attention to educating a modern and creative young  

21 generation. 
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From the first glance the similarity of this extract with the first speech discussed earlier 

becomes apparent. Here are evident the same ideological discursive categories:  

History as a lesson, national self-glorification and dramatization/ hyperbole. In lines 6-7, the 

speaker visibly supports the same official narrative that was propagated by Vladimir Putin. 

Namely that the national heroes Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij formed a militia, that 

eventually liberated Russia from foreign invasion and paved the way for glorious and bright 

future. However, Medvedev dedicates significantly less time discussing the actual historical 

narrative, but focuses more on relevance of history for contemporary generations.  

Hence, the elements of history as a lesson category are present at hand. In lines 8-12 the 

speaker talks about how discussed historical events serve both to remind of the “importance 

of national consolidation” as well as of historical lessons that are still important today. 

Furthermore, in lines 10-12 the speaker employs national self-glorification, with an argument 

almost literally mimicking his counterpart Vladimir Putin: “Patriotism, civic spirit, and love 

for the Fatherland are the fundamental values that have always cemented the multi-ethnic 

Russian state”. He continues, in lines 12-13, with stating that such qualities are “our moral 

backbone” and “centuries old-heritage”, thus directly linking the (again largely mythical) 

heroic ancestral qualities to contemporary political generations. The speaker does so quite 

explicitly, by stating, in line 13, that the “fundamental values”, just mentioned above, are “the 

symbol of young democratic Russia”.  It is again a bizarre generalization and 

misinterpretation of history. The uprising that the speaker mentions, which is a part of a 

discussed narrative, was aimed at and eventually led to establishment of centuries of absolute 

monarchy in Russia 109, which can hardly be reconciled with any notion of “democracy”.  

At the same time, in lines 13-19 the speaker lists the contemporary achievements of political 

regime, including technological upgrades and modernization as well as various social 

initiatives he sees as progressive.  

Hence, it can be observed that the president associates the moral principles of historical 

ancestors with the achievements of his own power structures, which can be seen as an 

attempt to boost legitimization for regime policies through invoking the nationalist sentiment 

and pride of one’s historical past. The use of dramatization/ hyperbole is also present in this 

excerpt, even though in comparison to the first speech the use of those is certainly more 

modest.  

                                                
109 Vernadsky, George. A History of Russia. 5 (part 1)., rev. ed. New Haven, Conn, 1969: 279 
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In line 11 speaker mentions “fundamental values” that “has always cemented… Russian 

state”, followed by “moral backbone” and “centuries old heritage” in line 12.  

 
Extract 2 
 

1 These goals are possible only in a country that lives a normal life based on civic peace,  

2 mutual understanding, solidarity between our people, and care and respect for our  

3 historical and cultural heritage and spiritual traditions. Russia does indeed have a  

4 tremendous advantage – the interethnic peace that our country forged and that our  

5 forebears have handed on down through the centuries. It is our duty to preserve and  

6 develop this heritage, which without exaggeration we can call one of our history’s  

7 greatest achievements. In many parts of our country there are now special groups  

8 working on harmonizing interethnic and interfaith relations, and their members include  

9 people from political, public, and religious organizations. I particularly want to note  

10 today the constructive efforts our traditional religions make, and I take this opportunity  

11 to thank the spiritual leaders here for their invaluable contribution to strengthening  

12 tolerance in our country.  

 

Important to restate here is that this extract is the continuation of the previous one. Thus we 

can see that in lines 1-3, the speaker continues to build up an argument towards legitimization 

of various regime policies as well as attempts to rally additional popular support by 

positioning certain moral values as inherited from the past. Here, however, the rhetoric takes 

a particularly interesting turn. In lines 3-7 the use of dramatization/ hyperbole considerably 

escalates, with expressions like “tremendous advantage”, “our country forged”, “forebears… 

handed on down through the centuries”, “without exaggeration… one of our country’s 

greatest achievements”. More interesting, however, is an argument that the president makes 

towards an issue of “interethnic peace”. Here we can see an interesting example, where 

several ideological discursive categories are present in the span of just a few sentences. Again 

in lines 3-7, apart from dramatization/ hyperbole mentioned above, the use of such rhetorical 

and argumentative strategies as norm expression as well as construction of a positive-self 

presentation through national self-glorification are evident. The latter can be observed in lines 

3 and 4, where the speaker sets out to proclaim that Russia has a “tremendous advantage” in 

the form of “interethnic peace” , which was “forged” by the “forebears” and “handed down 

through the centuries”.  
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There are certain problematic aspects here. First of all, the peace amongst ethnicities its 

hardly something that can be celebrated as national heritage. The long history of institutional 

antisemitism in Russia is one of potential examples effectively disproving such claim. 110 

Therefore we can see not only myth-making and fabrication of historical facts in order to add 

to a positive political self-presentation but also false claims to inheritance of non-existent 

ancestral qualities. Moreover, in lines 5-6 the president claims that it is “our duty” to preserve 

such (effectively manufactured), heritage. Here is evident the use of norm expression, 

through proclaiming an act as a duty, implying that it is something that the people of the 

country are obliged to do. Such principles are thus proclaimed as a norm that should be 

followed. Further on, in lines 7-12, the speaker outlines certain initiatives that are allegedly 

being employed by the regime in order to foster the peaceful coexistence between religions 

and ethnicities. Notably, in line 7-8, speaker notes that there are “special groups working on 

harmonizing interethnic and interfaith relations”. If, as president claimed earlier, Russia 

inherited the interethnic peace from its ancestors, then what is there to harmonize? This part 

of the speech is deluded at best, with evident failure to acknowledge both historical and 

contemporary complexities.  

Consequentially it can be said that the speaker effectively carries on with manufacturing and 

distorting the historical facts in order to legitimize and rally popular support for various 

policies and initiatives of his political regime. Such policies might not always be 

controversial, however it is the fabrication of history that the current research aims to 

pinpoint and reveal.  

 
Extract 3  
 

1 Consolidation is always very important. It was important 400 years ago, when our   

2 people came together and defeated the enemy, and it is important now, when we face a  

3 huge number of trials and difficulties. I was in France yesterday, where the leaders of the  

4 world’s twenty biggest economies got together to look for solutions to the economic  

5 crisis. Consolidation is exactly what all of humanity needs to ensure that we have a future. 

 

In this shorter extract, which concludes the speech, we can see that the speaker consistently 

continues to invoke the history as a lesson category, which is visible in lines 1-3.  

                                                
110 See, amongst others Doyle Klier, John, Russia Gathers Her Jews: The Origins of the “Jewish Question” in 
Russia, 1772-1825. DeKalb, Ill: Northern Illinois University Press, 1986. Also- Korey, William. Russian 
Antisemitism, Pamyat and the Demonology of Zionism. Chur, Switzerland: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1995 
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Here, however, he more explicitly connects the historical lesson of “consolidation” with a 

“huge number of trials and difficulties” that his regime is encountering these days. Here the 

context of the speech becomes relevant, be so the international economic crisis or perhaps 

crisis of legitimacy that the Russian power structures experienced that year due to massive 

popular protests mentioned earlier. The former is of particular interest. In lines 3-5 the 

president shares with his audience the fact that he travelled to France in where the “leaders of 

world’s twenty biggest economies” were discussing the potential way out of economic 

disaster. By explicitly correlating the notion of national consolidation, or unity, which was 

the crux of his argument throughout most of the discussed speech with international actors 

and taking it even further as to span “all of humanity”, Medvedev takes his argument to a 

different level and invokes other interesting ideological discursive category-Internationalism. 

It can be described in terms of referring to international community in order to legitimate 

one’s political stance. In case of this particular speech, Medvedev seeks to boost his narrative 

of fostering national unity around his regime by referring to attending the G20 Summit on 

Financial Markets and the World economy, which took place just a day before the discussed 

speech.111  He poses the international economic meeting as authoritative legitimation of the 

statement that “consolidation is always important”.  

As long as we already know the context of Medvedev’s Unity Day speech and attempts of the 

president to rally national unity by interpreting the historical narrative, such argumentative 

example of international “consolidation”, if somewhat out of context, can be seen as an 

attempt to further legitimize the Unity Day narratives. However, the president takes his 

argument even further. In line 5, he states that “consolidation is exactly what all humanity 

needs to ensure that we have a future”. Such a statement can be seen as example of 

Counterfactuals category, described earlier in the analysis. By stating the above the speaker 

thus implies that the alternative to absence of consolidation would the absence of future. 

Latter being an undesirable extreme outcome, such argument thus points towards the fact that 

any alternative to the concept of “consolidation”, presented by the president, would be 

unacceptable as it shall lead to a failure. I must acknowledge, however, that the 

counterfactuals here is less pronounced than in speech analysed previously, where stronger 

arguments were posed. 

                                                
111 In line 3, the president states that he “was in France yesterday”, where “world’s twenty biggest economies” 
attended. That matches the G20 summit structure, which took place 3-4 November 2011 in Cannes, France. 
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To conclude the analysis of the second speech, it can be firmly said that despite the fact that 

president Dmitry Medvedev did identify the somewhat different political agenda than that of 

his counterpart Vladimir Putin, in comparative perspective his attitude towards the Unity 

Day, as presented in given speech analysis, is mostly along the same ideological lines. Such a 

fact is visible from the similar rhetoric that the president employs, as well as the categories of 

discursive analysis that are used. Namely, we can observe the usage the following categories: 

history as a lesson, national self-glorification, dramatization/ hyperbole, norm expression as 

well as internationalism. All of these categories, with the exception of last one, were also 

used by Putin in the first speech that was analysed in this section. If Medvedev follows the 

same ideology, it is very likely that his social practices are similar as well. We can observe 

such similarities through the presence of distortion and fabrication of historical facts in order 

to promote the political agenda. The manipulation of the audiences, however, is less strong 

here. We can see that the speaker does emphasize the moral authority by proclaiming 

inheritance of historical greatness, promotes the preservation of fabricated, or non-existent 

ancestral principles as a duty, thus compelling to accept these distortions as knowledge as 

well as uses multiple categories of ideological analysis in order to appeal to relevant 

emotions, attitudes and ideologies of the audiences. However, his use of counterfactuals is 

less pressing, putting less emphasis on concrete national consequences, instead posing a more 

vague argument for international consolidation. Thus, according to my framework, the 

manipulation, even though most elements are at hand, is less pronounced.  

 
2.1.3 Results 
 

After analysing two presidential speeches made by two presidents at different times, it can be 

concluded that the regime continuously, despite the apparent change of its leader- exercised 

social power in order promote and legitimize its political agenda and repeatedly distorted 

historical facts as well as manipulated the audiences. Certain aspects of manipulative 

discourse are also present, although to a varied degree, in both speeches. Even though such 

manipulative aspects are not always pronounced, as according to the methodological 

framework, the consistent masking of historical fabrications for truth in public speeches 

illuminates the attempts of the regime to actively deceive and misinform their audiences in 

order to reinforce the power structures, thus actively reproducing inequality. 
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2.2 Film Analysis  
 

2.2.1 1612 as a part of political discourse 
 

As the starting point of the film analysis I shall examine three elements. First, the brief 

biography and interviews with the director of the 1612- Vladimir Xotinenko and second, a 

few facts from the biographies of the chief producer of the film – Nikita Mixalkov as well as 

chief screenwriter Arif Aliev. A few additional details in regard to the context of the film 

production shall be analysed as well. The thorough inquiry into such features is necessary in 

order to either confirm or refuse the allegation that the discussed film can be named as the 

part of the official political discourse surrounding the Unity Day ideological base.  

I aim to indicate numerous facts that support an argument that the 1612 belongs to one of the 

media products officially commissioned by the Russian state apparatus in order to 

disseminate and reinforce particular political agenda.   

Vladimir Xotinenko is known to the Russian audiences most and foremost for the production 

of historical films, often promoted and repeatedly shown on central TV media outlets 

throughout the years 112 Despite the far and wide distribution and broadcasting, many of his 

films did not seem to have conquered the hearts of neither ordinary Russian people, nor 

professional historians. 113 However, even though the facts just mentioned are of importance, 

the aim here is not to evaluate Xotinenko’s production. It is to present him as a filmmaker, 

understand his relations with the Russian political regime as well as to trace the political 

dimension in both his films and beyond in order to understand the motivation behind the 

creation of 1612. What is imperative to state here is that Vladimir Xotinenko, apart from 

being a film director, is known for his consistent support as well as affirmative relationship 

with the power structures in Russian Federation. Such statement can be confirmed by at least 

three facts. First of all, Xotinenko was one of the more than 500 artists who signed a 

collective letter openly supporting the policy of Vladimir Putin in both Ukraine and Crimea 

following the 2014 crisis. 114  

                                                
112 See biography and filmography of Xotinenko : “Vladimir Xotinenko”. Russia TV. 
https://russia.tv/person/show/person_id/7744/ (accessed 25.06.2019) 
113 See, for example, the following critical reviews:  “Nenaučnaja Fantastika»: Istoriki O Serialax ‘Demon 
Revoljucii’ I ‘Trockij’” Kinopoisk. https://www.kinopoisk.ru/media/article/3064991/ (accessed 25.06.2019) and 
Maslova Lidija, “Idet Vojna Narjadnaja”. Kommersant. https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/821761 (accessed 
25.06.2019) 
114 "Dejateli kulʹtury Rossii - v podderžku pozicii Prezidenta po Ukraine i Krymu." Russian Ministry of Culture. 
https://www.mkrf.ru/press/news/deyateli-kultury-rossii-v-podderzhku-pozitsii-prezidenta-po-ukraine-i-
krymu20171009103201/ (accessed 26.06.2019) 
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Despite that concerns were raised about people being forced into signing the letter, 

Xotinenko further commented: “It is the first time in my life that I have signed the collective 

letter, as long as what is going on in Crimea worries me, the fate of those people worries me, 

because I am Ukrainian.” 115 He thus confirmed that signing of that letter was out of personal 

reasons, thus illustrating his support for the policies above mentioned.  

Second, in the year 2016, Xotinenko became a member of public council of the Ministry of 

Culture of the Russian Federation, thus launching his political career as part of the regime 

itself. 116 And third, in the year 2018 he was one of the proxies, or “trusted” people, of the 

Moscow city mayor candidate Sergej Sobjanin, who is known for his support of Vladimir 

Putin and his policies. 117 Hence, we can observe that, apart from making films, Xotinenko 

also takes a very proactive part in Russian politics. Furthermore, he seems to be an outspoken 

supporter of Vladimir Putin and his policies. 118 

Understanding such aspects about Xotinenko indicates that his approach to film-making 

blends in with his political views-and those, as was just indicated above, are supportive of 

Vladimir Putin and his political institutions. Xotinenko’s political approach to cinema can be 

further confirmed by both his deeply personal commitments, as well as by his continuous call 

for state support for cinema and dissemination of particular political messages in historical 

film. In regard to the first, citing from Xotinenko’s autobiography could prove enough to 

illustrate the point:  

 

Everyone who would make an effort to simply read my filmography, shall see 

most and foremost that I do not have a single motion picture not relating to the 

fate of Russia in various dramatic periods of her history” 119 and “The story 

might be set 50, 150 or 400 years ago, but each time I could the see the face of 

contemporary Russia throughout the creative process. I tried my best not to 

                                                
115 Ibid 
116 “Obščestvennyj Sovet”. Russian Ministry of Culture 
https://www.mkrf.ru/about/advisory_authorities/obshchestvennyy_sovet/ (accessed 26/06/2019) 
117 Varfolomeev Vladimir, “No estʹ i novički.". Èxo MSK. 
https://echo.msk.ru/blog/varfolomeev/2265990-echo/ (accessed 26.06.2019) 
118 There are several more examples of such support. See, for instance: ”Krutoj i Xotinenko o vydviženii Putina: 
logično i ožidaemo.” RIA Novosti. https://ria.ru/20171207/1510448684.html (accessed 26.06.2019) or Progova, 
Ljudmila, “Režisser Xotinenko O Putine: Edinstvennyj Kandidat, Sposobnyj Spravitʹsja S Zadačej Upravlenija 
Rossiej”. RU Economics. https://rueconomics.ru/301614-rezhisser-hotinenko-o-putine-edinstvennyi-kandidat-
sposobnyi-spravitsya-s-zadachei-upravleniya-rossiei (accessed 26.06.2019) 
119 Xotinenko, Vladimir. Mirror for Russia. Moscow: Eksmo (2016): 7 
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show off my “alter-ego”, in order not to interfere with the fullness of the 

depiction of this magical space. 120 

 

Here it can be seen that the director proclaims dedication to interpretation of Russian history 

in his films, while at the same relating those interpretations to contemporary society as well 

as perceiving such a process in some sort of mythologized form, or “magical space”.  

Such evidence, arguably, might seem insufficient to declare Xotinenko’s creative motivation 

as political, however the second aspect to be presented below dissolves such doubts.  

 

In the interview to the Russian radio station “Èxo Moskvy”, Xotinenko stated the following:  

 

The state has the right to order films, which the state needs- with particular 

ideology. It has such a right as long as it gives money.  

But every decent government would also initiate cultural policy, with wide 

spectrum of films and themes as well as certain creative freedom for the artists. 
121  

 

Here the message is put quite frankly- ‘I support the state ordering the films to be shot in 

particular politically ideological framework, in exchange for state funding as well as certain 

creative freedom to direct within such frames dictated. ‘ 

Further on, based on the arguments above, it can be deduced that Xotinenko’s approach to 

historical cinema 122 is acceptive for state intrusion for political and ideological reasons while 

at the same time motivated by personal creative view of Russian history being “connected” 

with contemporary Russia in some sort of supernatural, or “magical” way.  

Moreover, while we know that Xotinenko did openly proclaim his political support for 

Vladimir Putin, he openly invited and encouraged the dissemination of political messages in 

his own films and beyond. Such tendencies could be observed from the interview, where 

Xotinenko was answering sensitive questions regarding the 1612 film production. When 

asked if the film was ordered by the state, he answered:  

 

                                                
120 Ibid., 7 
121 “S kem vy, mastera kulʹtury: s vlastʹju ili protiv nee? / Kirill Serebrennikov, Vladimir Xotinenko, Sèm 
Klebanov”. Èxo MSK. https://echo.msk.ru/programs/kulshok/665013-echo/ (accessed 27.06.2019) 
122 Which he proclaimed the dedication to 
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Yes, 1612 was done by the order of the state. And I do not see anything wrong 

with this… What is wrong- we didn’t have state orders for too long. We have 

to have a lot of it, the state must be interested in showing the young people the 

history of the Time of Troubles, which is a blind spot for them. 123 

 

To add to this, while answering the question about what exactly was ordered by the state, 

Xotinenko answered:  

 

I was asked to make a film about this period, to tell the story of the Time of 

Troubles. Even though they didn’t impose exact conditions- it was necessary to 

make a film, so we understand that we celebrate the November 4. 124 

 

To drive the point home, it is clearly evident that the director of the 1612 Vladimir Xotinenko 

not only openly confirmed the fact that the film was ordered by the state in order to reinforce 

the political agenda associated with the celebration of the November 4 (Unity Day), he also 

demonstrated the positive attitude towards the very fact of ideological state film production 

as well as gave his wholehearted support for the regime of Vladimir Putin and is himself 

actively involved in politics of the Russian state.   

Additionally, his personal views of Russian national history as “magical space” is something 

that definitely characterizes and defines his professional method as film director. Above 

mentioned facts are certainly extremely valuable if we are to understand the quite particular 

symbolic encoding behind many scenes in 1612. However, to paint the whole picture, it is 

necessary to understand the backgrounds and approaches of two other people, who played a 

major role in the film production- the chief producer and screenwriter.  

First of them is the renown Soviet and Russian director Nikita Mixalkov. Similarly to 

Xotinenko, apart from directing, Mixalkov is actively involved in Russian politics.  

Without the need to present his lengthy biography, I will instead demonstrate the number of 

relevant facts. Mixalkov is known for his outspoken support of Vladimir Putin. On October 

16, 2007- less than a month before the premiere of his production film- 1612, Mixalkov 

together with three other artists signed and sealed the letter to Putin, asking him to remain for 

                                                
123 “Istoričeskoj pravdy net”. TimeOut. http://www.timeout.ru/msk/feature/1779 9 (accessed 27.06.2019) 
124 Ibid 
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the third term as president of Russia. 125 The letter caused turbulent public resonance, 

predominantly for the fact that it openly called for violation 126 of the Russian constitution. 

Additionally, on February 6 2012, Mixalkov was registered as one of the 499 trusted proxies 

of 2012 Russian presidential elections candidate Vladimir Putin. 127  He was, just as his 

colleague Vladimir Xotinenko, also the trusted proxy of Moscow mayor candidate Sergej 

Sobjanin in the year 2018. 128 Mixalkov claims to be the committed conservative and 

supports monarchist ideas. He authored the dubious political work titled “The manifesto of 

enlightened conservatism”.129Those facts are sufficient enough to understand that Mixalkov 

is, to an even significantly larger extent that Xotinenko, actively partaking in Russian 

politics, undoubtedly on the side of Mr. Putin. Naturally, his political views were 

demonstrated multiple times throughout his career in cinema. His films such as The Barber of 

Siberia (1998), State Counsellor (2005) and Sunstroke (2014) all in one way or another 

glorify or positively portray Russian tsarist absolute monarchy. More interestingly however is 

the documentary under the name 55, which was released in 2007 in order to commemorate 

Vladimir Putin’s 55th birthday. The film is a straightforwardly agitational, propagandist 

presentation of Putin and his “struggles and extraordinary successes” during his time in 

power. It was widely criticised as containing inaccuracies or lies, and being an apologetic 

film overlooking the multiple negative aspects of Vladimir Putin’s regime. 130  

Having understood even those few facts makes it unsurprising that a person like Nikita 

Mixalkov, with his outspoken allegiance with the regime, stepped in as a producer of the film 

such as  1612, which was officially commissioned by the Kremlin. The pivotal role of the 

Mixalkov as the producer boosts the claim that the motion picture in question was 

ideologically infused.   

 

 

 

                                                
125 “Pisʹmo prezidentu Rossijskoj Federacii V.V. Putinu”. Rossijskaja Gazeta. 
https://rg.ru/2007/10/16/pismo.html (accessed 28.06.2019) 
126 According to the Russian constitution, the president is not allowed to sit more than two terms in a row.  
The website of the constitution of Russian Federation. http://www.constitution.ru/10003000/10003000-6.htm 
(accessed 28.06.2019) 
127 “O registracii doverennyx lic kandidata na dolžnostʹ Prezidenta Rossijskoj Federacii Vladimira 
Vladimiroviča Putina” http://cikrf.ru/activity/docs/postanovleniya/26420/ (accessed 28.06.2019) 
128 Varfolomeev Vladimir, “No estʹ i novički.". Èxo MSK. 
https://echo.msk.ru/blog/varfolomeev/2265990-echo/ (accessed 26.06.2019) 
129 “Pravo I Pravda.". Èxo MSK. 
https://echo.msk.ru/blog/echomsk/721541-echo/ (accessed 26.06.2019) 
130 “12 Kak Apologija Putina”. Ežednevnyj Žurnal. http://www.ej.ru/?a=note&id=7473 (accessed 28.06.2019) 
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Last but not least I shall mention the chief screenwriter of the 1612- Arif Aliev. 

In stark contrast with his two colleagues discussed above, Aliyev was never the president’s 

proxy, neither a member of the public council. Despite this, he made a name for himself as a 

successful screenwriter for a number of Russian films throughout the years. 131 The reason 

why his persona is crucial for the purpose of my research is one particular interview that he 

gave to the press on the topic of 1612 screenplay production. To narrow down even more, 

only two elements of this interview are directly relevant. Firstly, when asked about what 

appealed to him in the Time of Troubles period of Russian history, he answered: 

 

I am interested in a number of historical epochs; the modernity, Great 

Fatherland War, even the Cuban Revolution… But it was Vladimir Xotinenko, 

who came up to me with the proposal to make 1612. Because there exists a 

holiday- November 4, which is not just ambiguous for the masses, bus is also 

still not rooted in the mass consciousness. And in order for it to take root, 

manifold films have to be made, manifold plays, novels and novellas.132  

 

Moreover, when asked about if the film can be considered the state order, he replied the 

following:  

 

Probably, is was ordered to the producer… the boundaries help an artist to 

create, if you don’t have them-what will come out would be Warhol or “Black 

Square” 133 For mass cinema this is death. 134  

 

 

Thus the last element falls into place. It can be observed that the screenwriter Aliev likewise 

openly confirms the fact that 1612 was a state order, made in order to support the narrative of 

the Unity Day. Furthermore, similar to his colleague Xotinenko, he seems to have a 

somewhat positive attitude towards the idea of film as state order in general, stating that 

having boundaries is “helpful” in the creative process in order to avoid falling into the trap of 

the avant-garde.  

                                                
131 “Arif Aliev”. Kino-Teatr. https://www.kino-teatr.ru/kino/screenwriter/ros/22415/bio/ (accessed 29.06.2019) 
132 Kičin, Valerij. “V Prokat Vyšel Samyj Krovavyj Filʹm Vladimira Xotinenko– 1612”. Rossijskaja Gazeta. 
https://rg.ru/2007/11/02/kino-1612.html (accessed 29.06.2019) 
133 Here Aliev likely refers to US artist Andy Warhol and Kazimir Malevich’s “Black Square”. 
134 Ibid 
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To sum up the argument, at this point it becomes increasingly clearer that 1612 is an essential 

part of the political discourse, surrounding the Unity Day and therefore can be viewed as an 

instrument of the regime, used in order to deliver or reinforce the associated political agenda 

to the masses, using the cinema as the tool for such operations. Such a hypothesis is quite 

openly confirmed in the interviews by both director and screenwriter of the film, while the 

background of the producer – Nikita Mixalkov- is highly suggestive of the fact that his studio 
135 would more than likely support and disseminate state orders coming from the political 

apparatus led by Vladimir Putin.  

 
 
2.2.2 Political myth and national narrative templates in 1612. 
 

Having established the belonging of 1612 firmly within the political discourse surrounding 

the Unity Day, I shall now proceed with analysing selected parts of the film screenplay in 

order to establish the presence or absence of both political myths and national narrative 

templates presented by Maria Štejnman and James V. Wertsch respectively. To restate, the 

main reason for performing such analysis here is that it syncs very well with one of the chief 

hermeneutic methodologies of my work – van Dijkian CDA. Apart from being a good 

addition or even expansion of CDA approach in application to my case, the concepts 

described by both Wertsch and Štejnman are suitable for analysis of 1612 as a film infused 

with political ideology.  

I am going to proceed first with identifying the presence of political myth in 1612 as defined 

by Maria Štejnman. At this point it is crucial to point out that Štejnman analysed the same 

film in her essay, and drew her own conclusions. I shall therefore present her findings first, 

and second will add additional material where it shall be necessary to do so.  

For the sake of clarity I shall divide the presentation of argument here in a number of steps, 

which mirror author’s own analysis. First, while viewing the film as a political message, 

Štejnman identifies 1612 as performing the quite particular ideological function- finding 

legitimate ground for celebration of the Unity Day, which, as we have seen from commentary 

by Aliev, was by the time of the film release still not rooted in the consciousness of Russian 

masses. She also analyses a number of interviews with Vladimir Xotinenko in order to 

                                                
135 Nikita Mixalkov operates largely through his own studio- TRITe. Website: http://trite.ru/company/about/ 
(accessed 29.06.2019) 
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confirm her hypothesis. 136 Second, as a result of the interview analysis Štejnman indicates 

that Xotinenko’s attitude to historical accuracy can be summarised as “It is impossible to 

accurately adopt the history to film as long as historical truth does not exist”. Arguably such 

statement by itself is not false, though I shall not discuss it here in more detail. However, in 

Xotinenko’s interpretation, argues Štejnman, statement above mentioned postulates and 

allows for the possibility to create his own mythology within the interplay of history and the 

screenplay. 137 Third, author moves into actual analysis of the film screenplay to indicate 

certain layers of meaning within the film. 138 Here, it comes as necessary to partially present 

the storyline itself in order for the argument to be presented clearly and sufficiently.  

Such presentation would be done as according to myself, however, as indicated above - 

Štejnman analyses the same material in a similar way. At this point I shall blend my own 

analysis with Štejnman’s, adding to it if I deem so necessary.  

Historical events, known in Russian historiography as the “Time of Troubles” 139, where the 

decisive role was played by two individuals - Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij -who, 

rallying the people’s militia, managed to liberate Moscow from Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth forces circa 1612/1613- lie in the base of the 1612 narrative.  

However, several crucially important historical individuals, including those just mentioned, 

are downplayed in favour of fictional characters. The main protagonist of the film is fictional 

peasant Andrejka, who as a child meets princess Ksenija Godunova 140 and falls and love 

with her. Further on, he becomes enslaved but manages to free himself and sets on the path of 

adventure to eventually partake in epic battles with Polish-Lithuanian forces and himself lay 

claim to a Russian throne. During this fantasy-style storyline, Andrejka meets real historical 

characters, including Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij themselves and tries to free the 

princess, taking on the role of the warrior, educated by Spanish mercenary, who later dies and 

visits Andrejka in his dreams to teach him martial arts.  

 

                                                
136 Štejnman, Maria. “Nepoliticheskij potencial”: 43 
137 Ibid., 44 
138 Ibid., 44 
139 With the timespan circa 1604-1618, this period of Russian history is characterized by deep crisis in the face 
of the absence of the legitimate state ruler, multiple internal conflicts as well as military and political 
intervention by the Polish-Lithuanian commonwealth. For more detailed inquiry see Bussow, Conrad and G. 
Edward Orchard. The Disturbed State of the Russian Realm. Buffalo; Montréal;: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 1994 and Skrynnikov, Ruslan Grigor'evič and Hugh F. Graham. The Time of Troubles: Russia in Crisis, 
1604-1618. Vol. 36. Gulf Breeze, FL: Academic International Press, 1988 
140 Real historical character, who nevertheless did not play a decisive role in the Time of Troubles. 
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The basic plot narrative of the film constitutes, following Štejnman, first layer of 

mythological meaning, created by the director of the film. The second layer, which 

accompanies the first, operates in the symbolic dimension, inserting certain evocative 

elements which are charging their content with symbolic meaning. 141 It is these elements 

which are the conveyors of ideological implications in the film, and therefore are of chief 

importance for my research purposes. Within that second dimension, Štejnman suggests, we 

can observe the creation of secondary reality through myth, where building blocks for 

identity creation become evident, again with ideologically charged symbolic implications.  

Following her conceptualization, more precisely, the structural aspect of myth- Štejnman 

indicates how the latter is getting realized in the film through several categories, in binary 

opposition to each other. She lists the following:  

 

1. Self (Russian, Orthodox)/ Other (Polish/ Catholic) 

 

2. World of the living (Main protagonist and other characters/ World of the dead (The 

ghost of Spanish mercenary ) 

 

3. Protagonists (Andrejka)/ Antagonists ( polish King Vladyslav and the Catholic 

clergy) 142 

 

Futhermore, the actual symbolic aspect of the myth is expressed through a number of signs. 

First of all, it is the unicorn, which shows up numerous times throughout the film.  

According to Xotinenko, the unicorn is supposed to represent the Orthodox Russia. 143  

Štejnman takes the argument further, to suggest that; as long as Xotinenko 144 links the horn 

of Unicorn, which Andrejka possesses in film, with the power and rule of Ivan the Terrible- 

this way she argues that the director ideologically implies the association of that mythical 

artifact with the Russian tsardom, and therefore on a wider level- with current regime in 

Russia. 145  At this point Štejnman stops with her analysis of ideological symbols. However, 

two more examples can be added to develop an argument further.  

                                                
141 Štejnman, Maria. “Nepoliticheskij potencial”: 44 
142 Ibid., 44 
143 “Vladimir Xotinenko: Bukvalʹnoj istoričeskoj pravdy ne suščestvuet”. Amic.ru. 
https://www.amic.ru/interview/79315/ (accessed 2.07.2019) 
144 Ibid 
145 Štejnman, Maria. “Nepoliticheskij potencial”: 45 
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First, the plot of the film progresses, again, loosely based on historical events- to suggest the 

need for a strong ruler in order to avoid and prevent deep crisis and intervention by the 

foreign powers. The symbol here is an empty throne. Throughout the film we can see the 

trials and tribulations of main protagonist, and of the Russian people in general under the 

yoke of antagonists, or Polish-Lithuanian Catholic Others. The film ends, with one of the last 

phrases being “throne is empty, we need a tsar!” However, the process of tsar’s ascension is 

not shown, thus leaving the throne empty. Only the closing titles of the film again re-

introduce the historical element into the film, stating that on February 21, 1613 - the Mixail 

Fedorovič Romanov was chosen as tsar. I argue that such an ending can be viewed as an 

allegory to contemporary Russian regime, or an ideological implication due to the following 

fact. Not long after the film release, on March 2, 2008 - the presidential elections were 

scheduled.  

We already know that both the producer and director of the film are eager supporters of 

Vladimir Putin. It is just enough to recall the letter that Mixalkov signed asking Putin to 

remain for the third term in violation of the constitution. Furthermore, both Xotinenko and 

Mixalkov are supporters of the monarchist idea. The former openly stated in one of his 

interviews that he considers the possibility “that everything might return to monarchism in 

our country”. 146 To elaborate, leaving the question of the choice of the tsar open in the end, 

the director suggests to the viewer the comparison with the, back then current - state of 

political affairs, and the need for the strong leader in order to prevent tragic events, portrayed 

in the movie, happening again. That leader can only be one person- based on the background 

of the filmmakers- Vladimir Putin.  

Such an implication might seem far-fetched at first, however it is a known fact that around 

November 2007, when 1612 was released, the United Russia political party, which Vladimir 

Putin was a leader of at the time - was preparing a legislation that was aimed to literally 

“introduce the institute of the national leader as the basic element of the new power 

configuration in Russian Federation” with the principal characteristic of this configuration 

being “the special status of Vladimir Putin”. 147 The initiators of this project compared this 

legislation with “Zemskij Sobor, which brought an end to the Time of Troubles”. 148 

                                                
146 “Vladimir Xotinenko: Bukvalʹnoj istoričeskoj pravdy ne suščestvuet”. Amic.ru. 
https://www.amic.ru/interview/79315/ (accessed 2.07.2019) 
147 “O fenomene nacionalʹnogo lidera”. Kreml.ru. http://www.kreml.org/opinions/164932766/  
(accessed 02.07.2019); Coalson, Robert. "No More 'Troubles' For Putin's Russia." Radio Free Europe/Radio 
Liberty. http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1079093.html (accessed 8 July 2019) 
148 Ibid 
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Technically, this legislation was aimed at granting Putin the rank of “pseudo- tsar”, 

effectively making him an untouchable and permanent national leader with special juridical 

status. Ultimately, this project failed. However, in context of 1612, having proven that the 

film was effectively made as a part of political discourse surrounding the Unity Day, thus 

promoting the political agenda supportive of the regime, as well as once again taking into 

account the political stance of the filmmakers, the possibility that the ending of the film was, 

through the use of historical examples, suggestive for promoting the status of Vladimir Putin 

as a strong national leader becomes more comprehensible. 

Coming back to the discussion of the presence of political myth in 1612, we can observe that 

either invented or interpreted mythology becomes political through the content of the myth 

being filled with ideological substance. Thus, it can be confirmed that Xotinenko constructs 

the political myth within the framework of the plot of the 1612. 

When it comes to James V. Wertsch and his paradigm of national narrative templates, the 

Time of Troubles per se is not included explicitly in his list of cases that he presents to 

support his argument. However, as he elaborates on ideologically motivated narrative 

generalizations which constitute the part of national narrative templates, he does mention 

Polish invasion into Russia apart from his chief examples such as Patriotic War of 1812 and 

Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945. 149 Additionally, as was stated above, he does mention the 

presence of narrative templates in film. Therefore, it can be said that the analysis of the 1612 

narrative using Wertsch paradigm is granted by the author himself, nevertheless the fact that 

he did not focus on film as his major domain of inquiry.  

I shall start by recalling the particular narrative template that Wertsch has isolated as present 

when it comes to interpterion of Russian history by official state, or close to official state 

sources.  

 

1. An ‘initial situation’ in which Russia is peaceful and not interfering with others.  

 

2. Trouble, in which a foreign enemy viciously attacks Russia without provocation.  

 
3. Russia nearly loses everything in total defeat, as it suffers under the enemy’s attempts to 

destroy it as a civilization.  

 

                                                
149 Wertsch, James V. "Deep Memory and Narrative Templates”: 176 
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4. Through heroism and exceptionalism, against all odds, and acting alone, Russia triumphs and 

succeeds in expelling the foreign enemy. 150 

 

This narrative template is applicable not only to the screenplay of 1612, but also visibly 

mirrors the pseudo-historical narrative promoted by the Russian regime, as represented in 

political speeches on the occasion of the Unity Day, which were analysed in previous parts of 

my work.151 However, here I am going to focus on the plot of the discussed motion picture, in 

order to observe if the given national narrative template is propagated throughout its plot 

structure.  

To begin with, I’d like to once again mention that I do not aim at establishing the level of 

historical accuracy in 1612. As long as it is clear from my analysis that the film can be 

viewed as a myth-driven fantasy, such inquiry would not have probably brought solid results 

in any case. Wertsch in his analysis, along the same lines, does not indicate criticism of 

historical accuracy as something within his main foci. That is mainly because the concept of 

narrative template in itself as well as specific narratives that it manipulates and shapes into 

following the recurring pattern as exemplified above both often have ideologized and 

mythologized content at their basis. It is, speaking in simple terms, not “real events”, but 

somewhat “based on real events” approach, where a lot of the actual history was modified to 

fit certain aims. In popular cinema those aims would be to make the narrative or plot more 

attractive for the audiences. In case of official state historical narrative, such aims are, as I 

intend to prove, often political or even manipulative. The plot of 1612, in its entirety, can be 

viewed as an enhanced instance of the narrative template usage, as illustrated by Wertsch. At 

the start of the film, we have the “historical” titles outline the situation where Russia is 

presented, despite extreme internal disputes, peaceful and not interfering in any political or 

military means with others. More precisely, the mass of historical circumstances is 

suppressed in the film narrative since the beginning, to create a victim image of Russia in the 

year 1604 152.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
150 Ibid., 176 
151 See page 26 
152 The start of the so-called “Time of Troubles” 
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The part of introductory title reads: 

 

In the year 1604, the Polish king Sigismund recognized Gregorij Otrepiev, the 

runaway monk, as the son of Ivan the Terrible. The False Dmitrij secretly 

accepted Catholicism and marched his army to conquer Moscow.   

 

The title culminates with the following:  

 

After one month, the army of False Dmitrij entered Moscow. Bojar Duma 

swore an oath of allegiance to impostor. The Russian State entered the era of 

the Time of Troubles.  

 

Hereby, the first aspect of narrative template is fulfilled. After the end of the introductory 

titles, the scene follows portraying the Catholic clergy plotting to convert the Russian state to 

Catholicism.  Further on the film proceeds to depict how Polish forces wreak havoc and plot 

intrigues in order to place on throne the legitimate monarch, who would accept Catholicism 

and execute the will of the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom. Thus we can see the presence of the 

second and third aspects of the discussed narrative template, where the foreign enemy attacks 

Russian sovereignty and poses an existential threat to eradicate it as a civilization.  

Further on, passing multiple fantastic events and fictional adventures, the plot arrives at the 

point where the resistance under the command of Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij is 

formed, and the latter convinces the Russian people to stand up for the fate of their homeland.  

The epic battles are fought, including the fictional one; where Polish army is defeated with 

one shot from the cannon, made of leather overnight. Eventually, the Russian people 

heroically prevail, defeat the enemy, free the princess from captivity, expel the invaders, and 

elect the new tsar who laid the dynastical foundation for the Russian state for centuries to 

come. Hence, the final aspect of the narrative template is at hand, where against all odds, and 

through heroic deeds, Russia manages, without any help, to defeat and expel the foreign 

enemy. We can see therefore that the narrative template presented by Wertsch not only 

corresponds with the plot of the 1612, but quite literally matches it. Establishing such a 

connection however, does not entirely fulfil the aims of my inquiry here. In order to do so, I 

shall cite another aspect of narrative templates that Wertsch indicated.  
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He stated:  

 

Narrative templates are organized around a tension between two opposing 

poles: a proclivity for schematization and generalizability, on the one hand, and 

a tendency towards ethnocentric particularity, on the other.153  

 

He continues to indicate that: 

 

This results in many nations’ assertions that they are not only unique, but 

somehow more unique than anyone else. It also often lies behind claims about 

having a special, even messianic mission for humankind, claims that often are 

associated with a tendency to reject the legitimacy of others’ perspectives and 

national narratives. 154  

 

He further postulates that as long as narrative template is rooted in the society, the possibility 

for any legitimate alternatives, especially coming from abroad, are dismissed.  

Now, a deeper form of analysis must be performed, which includes previous findings in this 

and other sections of my work.  

 

Herewith I am moving towards the third and last aspect of 1612 analysis, where CDA comes 

into play to reinforce my argument. At this point it becomes necessary to restate a number of 

things prior achieved. First of all, I have proven through the analysis of interviews and other 

elements that the 1612 can be viewed as the part of the political discourse surrounding the 

Unity Day. Such a fact further indicates that the film is an instrument of the regime, used in 

order to disseminate the message associated with the narratives of the Unity Day.  

As long as the film can be seen as part of the political discourse, it becomes possible to 

isolate its message from its literal content, and this political message and its implications per 

se can become a subject of analysis from the point of view of CDA. Thus, I shall view the 

1612 as an essential part of the political discursive text, the message of which can be 

analysed in the similar way to political speeches.  

                                                
153 Wertsch, James V. "Deep Memory and Narrative Templates”: 182 
154 Ibid., 182 
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Such political message can be summarised as follows: “Russia is a glorious state with heroic 

history, however, it needs a strong leader in order to prevent it from existential crises that 

could lead to destruction”. Such leader, as I suggested prior, in historical context of the 1612 

production is Vladimir Putin and his political apparatus. Such a message also falls into the 

category of “political myth” as described by Maria Štejnman.  

Furthermore, the presence of political myth and particularly national narrative templates, as 

formulated by Wertsch, allow for the possibility to apply van Dijkian conceptualization of 

social power and manipulation to investigate if the political message in 1612 can be seen as 

manipulative. This mainly becomes possible as long as Wertsch stated such aspects of the 

narrative templates as generalizibility, ethnocentric particularity and , most importantly, the 

rejection of viable alternatives. Recalling the previous part of my work where I discussed van 

Dijkian approach - those concepts are essentially interconnected.  

Importantly, van Dijk has acknowledged the fact that film is frequently employed as medium 

in order to exercise manipulation. Moreover, essential to indicate here is that while Wertsch 

talked about so-called “ mnemonic communities”, I shall take his concept and apply it to a 

more narrow and particular study of the activities of the political regime in Russia. 

Importantly, I do not seek to apply the van Dijkian CDA in its complete form, as I did while 

analysing the political speeches. The goal here is to provide a feasible synthesis of ideas in 

order to indicate the presence of manipulation in film discourse. Van Dijk did not direct his 

research towards film analysis, therefore what I provide here is a somewhat novel 

perspective. 

 

I shall therefore move directly into what van Dijk postulated as manipulative within the field 

of discourse.  

 

What I am looking for here is, to restate- according to van Dijk: 

 

(a) Emphasis on the position, power, authority or moral superiority of the speaker(s) or their 

sources - and, where relevant, the inferior position, lack of knowledge, etc. of the recipients.  

 

(b) Focus on the (new) beliefs that the manipulator wants the recipients to accept as 

knowledge, as well as on the arguments, proofs, etc. that make such beliefs more acceptable.  

 

(c) Discrediting alternative (dissident, etc.) sources and beliefs. 
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(d) Appealing to the relevant ideologies, attitudes and emotions of the recipients. 

 

I shall proceed form A-D respectively. First of all, if we consider Aliev and Xotinenko as 

authors of the political message in 1612, ordered by the Kremlin, in other words- if we 

consider those two individuals as “speakers” in this particular case, we can observe from their 

interviews that they both indicate that lack of knowledge within Russian masses as for 

understanding what is to be celebrated on November 4, or Unity Day. They, therefore, 

assume the position of moral superiority as “educators”, supported by the political regime, to 

deliver the simplified and mythologized, fairy-tale like message to the ignorant people who 

did not manage to understand it otherwise. From other perspective, we can also see the state 

political apparatus as the speaker in this case, using the mythologized historical narrative to 

emphasize the necessity of strong leadership under the threat of existential annihilation, and 

taking upon them the task to again educate the ignorant masses through 1612, and “root” 

their invented narrative of the Unity Day within the minds of the Russian audiences.  

Aspect B emphasizes the beliefs that are promoted to be accepted as knowledge. In case of 

1612 such beliefs are embodied in portraying Russia as, following Wertsch- innocent, 

victimized, unprovoked and under attack. Moreover, the need for strong leader to avoid 

Russia being destroyed is another argument the makers of the film want audiences to believe 

In terms of aspect C, I again turn to Wertsch and his concept of narrative template.  

As long as this concept was recognized to be present in 1612, as well as rooted in Russian 

society on example of multiple other usages of similar narrative templates via historical 

interpretations, it is therefore possible to argue that by presenting history in such a key, any 

alternatives would be dismissed in favour of reinforcing and supporting this particular 

pattern. Through suggestions by Štejnman, moreover, we can additionally see the open 

rejection of everything that falls under the category of the “other” (Catholicism, Polish 

culture) in favour of local Russian associated cultural elements. 155 Thus we observe the open 

rejection and discrediting of possible alternatives. 

Aspect D can be seen as present in plot of the film. It is filled with highly emotional 

mythological content, praising Russian battle spirit, Orthodox religion, mythical folk symbols 

and the heroism of Russian people cornered by the enemy as well as the need for strong 

                                                
155 Interestingly how one of the main characters, Kostka, is a self-proclaimed Muslim with Tatar origin, but is 
shown to be on “good”, or “Russian” side against the Poles 
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leadership to repel foreign threat. Such message can easily fall under the category of ultra-

nationalistic agenda of Vladimir Putin’s political system. 156 We thus see visible attempts to 

appeal to relevant ideologies, beliefs and emotions of the audiences of the 1612. Thus, we 

can see the presence of all elements of manipulative discourse in the film, as according to van 

Dijk. 

 

2.2.3 Results 
 

To sum up this section of my work, I have proven that the 1612 is a part of the political 

discourse associated with the narrative of the Unity Day and therefore is the political tool for 

the Russian regime to disseminate its political agenda. Moreover, through analysing 

interviews by the filmmakers, and presenting concepts by Maria Štejnman and James V. 

Wertsch, it was possible to indicate that the motion picture in discussion contains visible 

presence of political myth and belongs firmly within what Wertsch described as national 

narrative template. Furthermore, with all those arguments in mind, it was possible to extract 

certain political message from the narrative of the 1612 and apply CDA methodology as 

postulated by Teun A. van Dijk, effectively proving that the film here discussed not only 

serves political purposes of the regime, but can also be described as meeting all the criteria to 

be proclaimed as manipulating the audiences it is directed towards and creating inequality b 

presenting incomplete, distorted and heavily fictionalized account of Russian historical 

events. 157 

 

2.3 Historical background of the Unity Day 
 

The narrative of the Unity Day emergence roots quite deeply into the modern Russian 

history. Most and foremost, its impossible to separate it from another massive national 

holiday that was commemorated in the USSR - the Day of the Great October Socialist 

Revolution. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the new political regime that came to 

replace it, went on to actively discontinue those practices that signified the association with 

the Communist ideology.  

                                                
156 "Vladimir Putin." Encyclopædia Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Vladimir-Putin. 
(accessed 25.07.2019) 
157 Creating inequality as according to Van Dijk, in this case: by distorting history, film presents the inaccurate 
presentation of historical narratives and their characters, which is against the interests of the manipulated 
(audiences), but fits the agenda of the manipulator (regime) 
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One of the major such turns happened in 1996, when Russia’s president Boris Yeltsin 

decided to shift the narrative by renaming the October Revolution Day as the Day of Accord 

and Reconciliation. He kept the date however, and the new holiday date remained to be 7 

November. The main incentive behind such a shift was to reconcile the mounting 

disagreement on how to remember the Revolution and its role and relevance for Russian 

society. However, new holiday was not met with applause. On the contrary, it stirred the 

already irritated public and political opinion on the matter, and caused Yeltsin to be accused 

of trying to exploit the concept of the Revolution to foster national unity, stripping the past of 

its meaning. 158 Therefore, the initiative ultimately failed, and the Russian government left an 

issue of creating the new representation of the common past that would rally national unity 

and popular support hanging in the air. It was not until 2004, when the new Russian regime, 

led by Vladimir Putin, initiated the abolishment of the 7 November date altogether, to replace 

it with the new holiday- Unity Day, to be celebrated on 4 November.  

With the eager support from the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), the initiative was 

approved by the Parliament to become the new national holiday 159 , this time aimed at 

complete rebranding of the concept of national unity. Referring to the speech analysis 

performed prior 160 it is possible to observe the official formulation of the holiday, which 

changed little since it was introduced. It is supposed to symbolize the heroic acts of the 

ancestors, belonging to different classes, ethnicities and religions, who have united for one 

cause- to expel the foreign enemy who was threatening Russian sovereignty and nationhood; 

allegedly ending the so-called Time of Troubles. Interestingly, some researchers have 

indicated the bizarre historical inaccuracies when it comes to fuelling the events of 1612/ 

1613 with the narrative of national unity. First of all, the choice of the date 4 November  

seems to be arbitrary. From a historical point of view, nothing remarkable happened on that 

particular day. Parts of Moscow city were already regained by armies of Cossacks under the 

command of Prince Dmitrij Trubetskoj, without significant participation of the national 

narrative’s protagonists- Kuzʹma Minin and Dmitrij Požarskij. The Polish-Lithuanian legion, 

holed up in Kremlin, were under siege - to surrender only a month after. Furthermore, the 

capitulation of Polish-Lithuanian commonwealth did not stop the “Time of Troubles”; the 

contrary is actively disseminated as a part of the state Unit Day narrative.  

                                                
158 Smith, Kathleen E. Mythmaking in the New Russia: Politics and Memory during the Yeltsin Era. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press (2002): 84 
159 “V Rossii vpervye otmečaetsja Denʹ narodnogo edinstva”. NEWSru.com 
http://www.newsru.com/russia/04nov2005/edinstvo.html (accessed 15 July 2019) 
160 See page 26 
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What followed the liberation of Moscow was raging civil conflicts, war with the Swedish 

Empire and continuous bloody skirmishes between Trubetskoj’s and Požarskij’s troops, 

which almost intensified into a full- waged war. 161 As we can see, there can be observed no 

such tendencies as “people’s unity” or “national consolidation” at that time in general, but 

evidently quite the opposite – disunity, chaos and civil war. Additionally, those involved in 

formulating of Unity Day legislation have apparently miscalculated the day of liberation of 

Moscow by three days, when translating the dates recorded in old-format Julian calendar into 

the new-format Gregorian calendar. 162 Moreover, since 1649 and until 1917, the event under 

the name Day of Moscow’s Liberation from Foreign Invaders was a state holiday in Imperial 

Russia, however the origins of the date chosen for it- 22 October (4 November new-format) 

are hard to confirm definitively. 163 Nevertheless the debated ancestry, the fact that the 

similar holiday existed before 1917, celebrated approximately on the same day, can indicate 

the fact that Unity Day was not invented, but re-invented by Putin’s government in 2005.  

The 4 November also connects to another date- the religious celebration of the holy Orthodox 

icon called Our Lady of Kazan, which is considered to be one of the holiest religious relics in 

Russian Orthodox Christianity. 164The association of 4 November with Our Lady of Kazan 

can explain the enthusiastic support of the Unity Day by the ROC. The Patriarch of Moscow 

and All Russia Kirill openly supported the idea of the Unity Day, embracing its official 

narratives. Additionally, the leaders of the so-called Inter-Confessional Council, which 

consists of largely pro-Kremlin oriented Muslim and Jewish representatives, released an 

official declaration where they pledged their support for the initiative of fostering the 

restoration of unity and national historical memory of the Russian peoples. 165 This fits neatly 

into Putin’s conceptualisation of consensual national identity formation, which seeks to 

rejuvenate the Orthodox faith and foster communitarian values, as opposed to Western 

individualism and, more generally, all things Western as well as highlight the need for strong 

leadership. 166 

 

                                                
161 Vernadsky, George. A History of Russia. 5 (part 1)., rev. ed. New Haven: Yale University Press (1969): 273-
280 
162 Vladislav Nazarov, “4 Nojabrja. zloključenija odnoj rossijskoj daty”, Vokrug Sveta, 
http://www.vokrugsveta.ru/vs/article/1507/ (accessed 18 July 2019) 
163 “Den’ Narodnogo Edinstva Rossii”. Calend.ru. https://www.calend.ru/holidays/0/0/94/ (accessed 
18.07.2019) 
164 Ibid 
165 Victor Yasmann, “Russia: New Russian Holiday Has More Behind It Than National Unity”. RFE/RL. 
http://www.rferl.org/content/article/1062670.html (accessed 18 July 2019) 
166 Omelicheva, "A New Russian Holiday”: 435 
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2.4 Unity Day as an invented tradition  
 

The chief theoretical aim of my work is to address the hypothesis that postulates the 

belonging of the Unity Day within the paradigm of invented tradition, as presented by Eric 

Hobsbawm. Such belonging still needs to be re-affirmed, by comparing empirical data 

against Hobsbawm’s theoretical backdrop and relating it to the historical context presented 

above. As a starting point I am going to refer to the definition by Hobsbawm. He saw 

invented tradition as a set of practices, which seeks to promote certain values and norms of 

behaviour by repetition, and imply continuity with the past, namely suitable historical past. 
167 Furthermore, the invention of tradition is followed by the introduction of the formal ritual 

base. Throughout the analysis, particularly as a result of CDA of political speeches and film 

analysis, it becomes quite clear that Vladimir Putin’s regime is involved in active promotion 

of such values as patriotism, love for one’s homeland, the importance of inter-confessional 

and inter-ethnic national unity, as well as the need for the strong ruler to govern the state 

through the platform of the Unity Day and associated narratives. These values are postulated 

as being inherited from the heroic ancestors, who back in seventeenth century allegedly 

united despite their religious differences and ethnic backgrounds in order to repel the foreign 

enemy, overcome trials and tribulations,  and construct the strong, powerful state. 

Additionally, as was also discussed prior 168, the particular ritual base was introduced, with 

yearly rituals and gala events held year after year, seeking to inculcate repetition. 

Moreover, through the analysis of historical context, it becomes apparent that ancestral 

inheritance, claimed by the regime, is not only based on cherry-picking suitable historical 

events in order to illustrate the political point, but also includes distortion of historical facts 

by claiming non-existing or historically inaccurate qualities and positioning them as genuine 

continuity with the past. Herewith, it can be stated that the Unity Day and associated 

narratives meet every single aspect of the basic definition of invented tradition.  

However, Hobsbawm elaborated on the issue beyond the basic definition. He also included 

such elements as using semi-fiction or straightforward forgery to invent or “prove” historical 

continuity as well as indicated that tradition can be re-invented in case if there are old 

traditions to base new ones on. Most importantly however, Hobsbawm indicated that the 

invention of tradition happens most frequently in the rapidly transforming societies where the 

old ideological, traditional and symbolic bases can no longer serve as actual national and 

                                                
167 See page 19 
168 See page 35 
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political representations. Lastly, Hobsbawm mentions that every invented tradition employs 

history with the goal to legitimize its authority and reinforce political action.  

In regard to the use of semi-fiction or forgery, two examples can be re-stated here. First is the 

false claim by back then president Medvedev that “interethnic peace” was “handed down 

through centuries” by “our forebears”; claim effectively disproved by simply indicating the 

presence of institutional antisemitism in Russian history. 169 Second example is the problem 

with overall formulation of the term “national unity” as inherited, and as something which, 

according to state narratives, was achieved in 1612. Through historical analysis it is clearly 

seen that there was little to none unity altogether, with research actually pointing out at the 

opposite. Moreover, official Unity Day formulations include “Russian Nationhood” that was 

“defended” back in 1612. 170 While one can argue that nations existed already in European 

context by seventeenth century171, again – looking back at historical analysis of events of the 

1612, there was no “nationhood” per se to defend in Russia at least until 1613. Thus we can 

observe numerous distortions and semi-fictional claims in order to build historical continuity.  

The element of re-invention based on the old traditions can also be observed in the case of the 

Unity Day. It was noted that until 1917, there existed the celebration of so-called Day of 

Moscow’s Liberation from Foreign Invaders in Imperial Russia, celebrating the similar 

narrative and approximately on the same date. That can serve as a proof for that the Unity 

Day was not invented “from scratch” by Putin’s regime, but was re-invented based in 

previously existing Russian national tradition. To continue, of utmost importance is the fact 

that it is possible to confirm the Hobsbawms’s claim that the invention of tradition occurs 

most often in rapidly changing societies where the old ideological and traditional base is not 

anymore actual. It was noted in historical background of the Unity Day, that the creation of 

the holiday was preceded by painful attempts to replace the deeply rooted date of 7 

November, or Day of October Revolution. It was only after president Yeltsin’s failed attempt 

to invent Day of Accord and Reconciliation that Putin’s apparatus generated the narrative of 

the Unity Day. It can be argued that the invention of the Unity Day tradition was a decisive 

move to finally help purge the Communist narrative from the social consciousness of the 

Russian people.  

                                                
169 See page 39 
170 “V Rossii vpervye otmečaetsja Denʹ narodnogo edinstva”. NEWSru.com 
http://www.newsru.com/russia/04nov2005/edinstvo.html (accessed 15 July 2019) 
171 Brubaker, Roger. Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1992 
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And it can certainly be stated that Russia, by the time of Unity Day introduction was a 

society in the process of social, political and ideological transformation, still struggling with 

crisis of identity following the collapse of the Soviet Union. 172  

To sum up, I have proven that the Unity Day meets every single aspect of Hobsbawm’s 

conceptualisation here described, and can be certainly called a certified invented tradition on 

its own. The reason to have proven such a belonging is twofold. Firstly, it to illustrate my 

solidarity with the Hobsbawm’s position of political critique of usage of historical narratives 

for political purpose. Secondly, I’d like to refer to the last aspect of the invented tradition 

here presented, namely that according to Hobsbawm, every invented tradition uses historical 

narratives in order to legitimize the actions of its political apparatus. Having confirmed that 

Unity Day is indeed an invented tradition, its becomes possible to partially answer my 

research question, namely - how and in which way the Unity Day can be described as the 

invented tradition, introduced as a platform to legitimize particular political actors in Russia 

and break with the past. 

 
2.5 Discussion 
 

While I have pointed out several examples of how history gets appropriated by the political 

regime in Russia, in order to provide legitimization for either certain political leaders or their 

political agendas, it is quite clear that such aims would not come as effective without 

widespread popular support. So how did the Russian audiences throughout social and 

political spectrums react to the various attempts of their government to construct Unity Day 

narrative and rally the people under the new banner of so-called national unity? Such an issue 

can be addressed with the help of the conducted polls.  

Even though the awareness about which kind of holiday is celebrated in Russia on November 

4 grew steadily since its introduction in 2005, the understanding in regard to the content of 

the celebration is more complicated. For the sake of comparison; when Unity Day was first 

invented in 2005, only 8% 173 of the people knew what is the name of the holiday. By 2011, 

that number grew significantly, to 41% 174 and in 2016 climbed to 56%. 175  

                                                
172 Sherlock, Thomas D. Historical Narratives in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Russia: Destroying the 
Settled Past, Creating an Uncertain Future. 1st ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan (2007): 3 
173 “Denʹ Narodnogo Edinstva 4 Nojabrja”. Levada.ru 
https://www.levada.ru/2011/11/01/den-narodnogo-edinstva-4-noyabrya/ (accessed 20.07.2019) 
174 Ibid 
175 “Denʹ Narodnogo Edinstva”. Levada.ru 
https://www.levada.ru/2016/11/03/den-narodnogo-edinstva/ (accessed 20.07.2019) 
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That might seem like good progress, but it represents quite shallow knowledge – it only 

shows that the people managed to learn the name of the holiday but not what it stands for. 

The understanding of the latter was not reflected in polls as successful. In two similarly 

conducted polls, we can observe the amount of people who can accurately identify the 

historical narrative behind the celebration of November 4 as decreasing: from 17% in 2012176 

to only 2% in 2017. 177 Latter polls have also indicated that even though the people largely 

fail to remember the historical content of the lesson, they perform better at identifying the 

partial message of the celebration, that is – of national unity of the Russian peoples. In 2017 

it was 39% of people, however almost equal number – 38% failed to give any kind of answer. 
178 According to one of the latest polls, conducted in 2018, 69% stated that Unity Day is 

useful for the Russian state, however that vast majority of those- 67% mainly view this 

holiday as an extra day off work, without overly much interest for its actual content. 179 

Thus from the content of the polls we can see that even though there was some progress in 

regard to increasing the awareness of the people about the name and the content of the Unity 

Day, and perhaps even some positive support for associated initiatives-ultimately; nationwide 

attitude can be generally described as indifferent. Such results might also indicate the 

struggles of the government to indoctrinate the population through narratives, which- 

according to the analysis performed in this thesis work- are aimed at rallying the popular 

support for the ruling political regime and foster legitimization for its policies. Such failure is 

documented not only in the misunderstanding or indifference for the Unity Day and some 

other holidays. 180 It can also be observed in the significantly deteriorating ratings of 

Vladimir Putin himself. 181 Latter fact however its recent information. To which degree Unity 

Day corresponded to Putin’s ratings at the peak of his popularity is beyond the scope of this 

work. Additionally, in 2018 - for the first time since 5 years, Kremlin officially cancelled the 

massive political events associated with the Unity Day.  

                                                
176 “Tolʹko 17% rossijan znajut, s kakim sobytiem svjazano 4 nojabrja”. Fom.ru 
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179 “Denʹ narodnogo edinstva - prazdnik ili prosto vyxodnoj?” Fom.ru 
https://fom.ru/Proshloe/14124 (accessed 20.07.2019) 
 
180 Similar situation can be observed through the popular opinion about the Day of Russia celebration. See:  
 “Denʹ Rossii”. Fom.ru. https://fom.ru/Proshloe/14124 (accessed 20.06.2019) 
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As was commented by the Kremlin associated organizers – “The people did not form an 

intelligible understanding of the Unity Day content. Therefore, since 2017 we started to shift 

this tradition more towards celebration  of the Russian multinationalism, or the unity of the 

Russian peoples”. 182 Can this signify the disappointment of Russian authorities in 

ineffectiveness of their political message and failure to rally the population through the use of 

historical narratives as arguments for national consolidation around Russian regime in 

general, and Vladimir Putin in particular? To answer this question we will have to wait and 

see how the situation will progress further. As for now it can be stated that the current 

Russian political regime is experiencing the crisis of popular support, and even though I 

highly doubt the reason for that is that majority of the Russian people managed to understand 

the processes behind the construction and invention of traditions; there has been substantial 

critique towards the Unity Day and its narrative from those at least nominally opposed to the 

current political regime, which might have provoked the backlash. Amongst most radically 

and continuously opposed to the idea of the Unity Day since its very inception was the 

Communist Party of Russian Federation. It hardly comes as a surprise, due to the fact that the 

Unity Day was aimed at replacing the anniversary of Great October Socialist Revolution, 

which naturally brought about the disapproval of the Communists, still defending the 

perished Soviet state and its legacies. Interestingly, one of the main arguments, or predictions 

- formulated by the Communists, close to the inception of the Unity Day was that despite the 

fact that the holiday was aimed to be secular, it is still associated closely with the Our Lady 

of Kazan icon celebration and thus won’t be able to signify religious and ethnic unity in 

diversity. 183 This was an extremely interesting prediction which, however, largely did not 

come true as the association of the holiday with Our Lady of Kazan is also not rooted as 

deeply in Russian social consciousness. 184 Apart from Communists, the Unity Day was 

continuously burdened by the far-right opposition and protests 185, however I won’t discuss 

those more in detail here due to irrelevance. 

I have indicated, through the presentation of poll data that the Unity Day did not achieve 

excessive popular support neither was its content rooted throughout the Russian society.  

                                                
182 “Kremlʹ otkazalsja ot političeskix meroprijatij v Denʹ narodnogo edinstva”. Rbc.ru 
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185 Likacheva, Yulia, “Nation-Building in Contemporary Russia: 56. 
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Additionally, it caused significant political backlash with most members of the Communist 

Party principally opposing the initiative. However, it can be said that at one particular aspect 

Unity Day project was more or less successful – that is at breaking with the past. Through the 

poll, made by the Levada centre, it can be seen that, even though not in extreme numbers - in 

the years 2005-2016 the Unity Day overcame the Day of October Revolution in terms of how 

many people would celebrate former instead of latter on November 4. 186 Considering the low 

popularity and interest of the population towards the Unity Day, such might be considered a 

significant change.  

 
Conclusion  
 

The analytical framework of my research was primarily dedicated to exposing and critically 

reflecting on the process of distortion and fabrication of historical narratives for the purposes 

of manipulation of audiences as well as legitimizing certain political actors and their agendas; 

through an inquiry into numerous discourses associated with the Unity Day in Russia. Even 

though I have used the multiplicity of concepts in order to approach the research problematic, 

I see all those as being a part of one structure, which was arranged in order to address the 

stated research question, which motivated this research. I believe that through the framework 

I have generated, with experimental synthesis of those paradigms never combined before, I 

have provided a valuable perspective on the research problem in discussion.  

I have employed the Teun van Dijk’s variety of critical discourse analysis, which I have 

applied to analysis of two presidential speeches, associated with the Unity Day. With certain 

rhetorical strategies as well as categories of ideological analysis in mind, as well as putting 

the case study against the solid theoretical basis, I have found out that the political regime 

under Vladimir Putin shares, in van Dijkian terms - the same ideology and actively uses the 

distorted and often fabricated historical narratives, associated with the Unity Day, to 

legitimize domestic and foreign political agendas and rally popular support for its policies. 

The manipulation of audiences was also unmasked as present through such processes, defined 

as reproducing inequality through misinforming the people about history, which is against the 

people’s best interests, but fits the agenda of manipulator.  
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Even though the manipulation was not present explicitly in both speeches, Vladimir Putin 

met all the criteria of the term in his speech, while Dmitry Medvedev did so to a somewhat 

lesser degree, potentially signifying the difference in the approach to political rhetoric.  

While CDA of political speeches was a viable approach to analyse political speeches, the 

research considered elements beyond the scope of application of solely CDA. The analysis of 

chosen film – 1612 – required the synthesis of other methodological elements in order to 

effectively analyse its content and context. Thus, the approaches formulated by James V. 

Wertsch and Maria Štejnman were additionally employed, to complement the CDA. Through 

analysis of chosen interviews with the filmmakers as well as relevant production context, it 

was possible to indicate that the film belongs firmly as a part of the political discourse 

surrounding the Unity Day, and can thus be considered the tool of the state, used for political 

purposes. The analysis has indicated the presence of both political myth and national 

narrative templates in 1612, leading towards the fact that film can be viewed as both heavily 

mythologizing Russian history with the goal to deliver the doctrine associated with the Unity 

Day as well supporting the more general state ideological paradigm or formulating us against 

them notion and presenting Russia as in need of the strong ruler, and surrounded by the 

enemies. The film analysis, through reference to the specific context surrounding the film 

production and release was taken further to postulate that the presence of such doctrinal 

elements can potentially point out the suggestion of Vladimir Putin as the supreme national 

leader, or pseudo-monarch - who shall be able to preserve and protect the Russian state 

against foreign threats and preserve Russian statehood. The presence of national narrative 

templates in 1612, as formulated by Wertsch, also illustrate how Vladimir Putin approaches 

the Russian national identity formation, with focus on national consolidation around the 

strong ruler, and fierce opposition to the Western cultural and other influences. Furthermore, 

the paradigms just mentioned were effectively synthesized with CDA, pointing out the 

presence of manipulation of audiences through creating the distorted and mythologized 

account of Russian historical events.  

Through analysis of historical background of the Unity Day as well the context of its 

formulation and implementation, it was possible to prove that the national holiday in 

discussion is a certified invented tradition, as according to Eric Hobsbawm’s formulation. 

Apart from providing the general motivation to orientate my research as a political critique of 

fabrication of history, Hobsbawm’s paradigm connects with the other methodological 

structures of my work mainly through the fact that it postulated that every invented tradition 

uses historical narratives to legitimize certain political apparatus.  
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Additionally, from the historical background of the Unity Day as well as using the data from 

polls it was possible to confirm the fact that the holiday was originally meant to effectively 

replace the Day of October Revolution in the social consciousness of Russian masses; the 

purpose which it managed to somewhat successfully fulfil.  

With all those aspects in mind, it was therefore possible to not only prove that The National 

Unity Day in Russian Federation can be described as an example of invented tradition, 

introduced as a platform to legitimize particular political actors in Russia, fabricate historical 

narratives, break with the past and manipulate the audiences, but also provide a detailed 

analysis of how such processes and concepts relate to the Unity Day.  

 
 
Suggestions for further research  
 

Even though I have reached the logical conclusion of my research at this point, the project itself 

it not meant to be conclusive. The investigation here was developed with the usage of the 

limited scope of evidence and case materials, even though I deem the evidence sufficient to 

support the hypotheses postulated in relation to the Unity Day. Nevertheless, there can be even 

more potential research performed, first and foremost as long as the invented tradition is 

ongoing, secondly - because the concepts that lie behind the formulation of the Unity Day can 

be applied more widely to identify patterns of current Russian government’s approach to 

national identity formation, fostering patriotic education for younger generations, execution of 

both domestic and foreign political projects, as well as exercising of social power and 

manipulation through other political and cultural platforms, similar to the Unity Day. That 

being said, I suggest that the methodology developed in this thesis can be taken further and 

shall hopefully inspire scholars to use similar multidisciplinary framework to approach relevant 

cases. In the Russian context, there are the diverse number of potential cases to focus on, 

amongst those are:  

 

• The celebration (or the lack thereof) of the 100 - anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution of 

1917, which was marked with a short series called “Trotsky”, officially sponsored by close to 

Kremlin media organizations, portraying a certain image of revolution and revolutionary 

leaders.  
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• Victory Day, celebrated on the May 9. The narrative of Great Patriotic War is receiving upmost 

attention from the current regime in Russia. On top of massive celebrations taking place every 

year and widespread attention of the media as well as academia towards both associated 

historical narrative and commemorative practices, there is an abundance of state sponsored war 

films, which aim to support the official state historical narrative. The Victory Day is also well 

researched however there are certain niches where the research was scarcely done. 

 
• Russia Day - the largely unpopular and misunderstood, but ongoing political project, akin to 

invented tradition, which can be analysed using through the studying of associated ritual base, 

political speeches, holiday formulations, and various media.  
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