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Crafting Identity, Marking Time: 
An Anthropological Perspective on Historical Commemoration 

and Nation-Building in Ukraine 

CATHERINE WANNER 

Students of state-building have argued that governments utilize the construc- 
tion of a national culture and the moral and categorical frameworks upon which 
it is predicated to establish legitimacy. In their study of English state formation, 
Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer described that process as "normalizing, ren- 
dering natural, taken for granted, in a word 'obvious,' what are in fact ontologi- 
cal and epistemological premises of a particular and historical form of social 
order."1 In this article I analyze the process of nation-building in Ukraine in 
terms of new cultural forms that have been created and the ways in which they 
naturalize new identities. I depart from the premise that the purpose of nation- 
building is to construct a national culture that can be internalized and made a 
meaningful element of the social person by informing identity and fostering a 
feeling of belonging to a particular place as delineated by boundaries of some 
kind. Ana Maria Alonso succinctly refers to this phenomenon as the creation of 
a "structure of feeling that transforms space into homeplace and interpolates 
individual and collective subjects as embodiers of national character."2 

In other words, a national culture emerges when the lived experience of a 
group is characterized by the shared temporal rhythms and spatial concepts that 
structure predispositions and form the underpinnings of a common culture. 
When a national culture sustains itself over time, it becomes "second nature" to 
its practitioners by virtue of the fact that the values and patterns of behavior 
that stem from the national culture begin to structure individual feelings and 
patterns of thinking.3 It then becomes increasingly difficult to divorce aspects 
of the social person from elements of a nationalized culture. When a national- 
ized culture becomes internalized, violence against the culture, its practices, 
and customs is often equated with violence against the self. Therefore, the 
particular state which claims to be that culture's protector earns loyalty - even 
when, as in the case of contemporary Ukraine, it fails to deliver measurable 
gains in social mobility for the majority of the population.4 

On some level, all states engage in such an enterprise to forge unity and 
ensure stability. Indeed, the same may be said of structured groups at all levels, 
be they clans, associations, or religious congregations.5 In order to continue to 
exist as a recognizable community, members of a particular group are obliged 

Harvard Ukrainian Studies XXIII (3/4) 1999: 105-131. 
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106 WANNER 

to articulate and rearticulate the criteria by which membership is constituted 
and how it is differentiated from others. In other words, inter-group boundaries 
are essential for group formation and maintenance. These boundaries can be 
highly porous and are often manifested, as in this case, in divergent forms of 
practice. 

After examining the insights afforded by anthropological inquiry, a field 
that until recently has made a negligible mark on Ukrainian studies,6 I offer an 
analysis of how the post-Soviet Ukrainian state is revising the calendar of 
official holidays and commemorations. Using the calendar as a lens, we see 
how the state attempts to restructure collective cyclical practice, the details of 
historical memory, and a narrative of the nation's historical experience. By 
altering the perception and experience of time, the resulting cultural change 
affects the individual's relationship to the group and reveals the points of 
intersection between the state and cultural production in the name of nation- 
building. 

The symbolic value of what is commemorated is obviously embedded in the 
symbolic value of where it is commemorated. The very materiality of sites (for 
example, monuments and period architecture) prohibits the outright invention 
of history. The meaning of these sites and the commemorations that take place 
within them can be reinterpreted and nationalized, but always in tandem with 
the material presence of place, which prompts certain memories or feelings. 
Just as altering the state calendar becomes a means of changing a collective 
sense of temporality, similarly the renaming of streets, alteration of monu- 
ments, or renovation of historical buildings is part of an effort to change 
perceptions of space, time, and history, which can serve the ultimate goal of 
reorienting a group away from a Soviet past to a Ukrainian future. 

Such statecraft, however, does not go unchallenged. Regionalism and 
mounting transnationalism are forces that complicate contemporary efforts at 
nation-building in Ukraine and elsewhere. Ultimately, there are two key argu- 
ments in this paper. First, that the variation in reception to state-regulated 
efforts to engineer cultural change reveals differences in Ukraine that should 
not be conceptualized in narrow national or ethnic terms, as is often the case in 
studies of nation-building. Rather, they should be viewed as a regionally based 
cultural variation that hinges to an overwhelming extent on divergent experi- 
ences of Soviet rule and not on traditional indicators of difference, such as 
nationality, language, or religion. Second, I would like to suggest that studies 
of nation-building in Ukraine (and perhaps elsewhere) should pay more atten- 
tion to how cultural differences are produced and maintained as opposed to 
focusing on how such differences should be bridged. An analysis of annual 
commemorations is a step in this direction as it reveals the dual potential of the 
state calendar: it can foster nation-building in a civic, inclusivist fashion by 
reinforcing an attachment to place every bit as much as it can serve to fracture a 
society by maintaining regional allegiances and keeping alive nostalgia for a 
bygone Soviet way of life. At a time when the movement of people, goods, and 
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CRAFTING IDENTITY, MARKING TIME 107 

ideas is accelerating and creating cultural dispersion, the calendar merits our 
attention in that it is an attempt on the part of every state to reassert clearly 
delineated inter-group boundaries and to forge an attachment among a people 
to a particular place. 

Thinking Anthropologically 

My approach to nation-building stems from the anthropological tradition of 
studying micro processes of social life in postcolonial contexts. The focus of 
anthropological inquiry has been to describe and theorize local cultures and the 
dynamics of cultural change in relation to historic forces propelling macro- 
level political and economic changes. Anthropologists accomplish this by 
studying the texture of the daily life of a particular community, its rituals and 
routines, and the values and practices of its members. This focus on the 
mundane minutia of daily life among ordinary people might seem superfluous 
at first. Yet the study of everyday life provides a window to the multidimen- 
sional levels of agency-propelling change by revealing the local accommoda- 
tions or resistance to global forces. By situating the analysis of culture within a 
historical framework, anthropologists are able to analyze the interconnections 
and reciprocal means of influence between local practice and the emerging 
political and economic order.7 

The study of everyday life and the "thick description"8 it produces can 
provide unique types of insights into policy-making debates and assist in the 
process of hypothesis generation. Ethnographic sources also can become essen- 
tial to those social scientists who rely on categories for the collection and 
analysis of data. Such sources can assist, for example, by highlighting the 
potential ambiguity of categories and by providing insight into the meaning of 
statistical patterns in aggregate data through a nuanced analysis of the context 
in which the data were gathered. 

That approach is especially apt for application to studies of postcommunist 
societies. The holistic orientation of anthropology and its methodology of 
participant observation,9 which embrace close, long-term observation com- 
bined with in-depth semistructured interviews, make the discipline particularly 
well suited to analyzing the multiplex dynamics driving social and cultural 
change in postcommunist countries. In spite of the monumental impact of 
communism on the history of the twentieth century, the cultural ramifications 
of the Soviet system and its aftermath remain understudied. 

Anthropologists are expected to participate in the culture they are studying 
and to become involved in daily activities. This engagement and active in- 
volvement inevitably leads one to identify with the culture and the people 
studied. Key informants often become good friends. Anthropological knowl- 
edge is clearly the product of human interaction. Yet the necessary (emotional) 
attachment to one's informants is in contradiction with the notion of scientific 
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observation, which expects an anthropologist to remain detached and to report 
objectively on what is seen and heard. 

In addition to this paradox, an anthropologist perceives and thinks about the 
culture that is studied by using his or her own cultural categories. Although the 
goal is to suspend personal values and biases in the name of grasping and 
relating "the native's point of view," the extent to which this goal is at all 
feasible has come under serious scrutiny in the last two decades. Anthropolo- 
gists are typically Westerners, and conduct research in so-called developing 
countries - which instantly creates power differentials. Yet for all its problem- 
atic shortcomings, fieldwork, as epitomized by participant observation, re- 
mains the cornerstone of the anthropological method. I am inclined to agree 
with Nancy Scheper-Hughes, who advocates "good enough ethnography." In 
acknowledging that an anthropologist is an instrument of cultural translation 
and therefore biased, she nonetheless argues for the greater good that can come 
from ethnography: namely, giving voice to those who have been silenced and 
in doing so "speaking truth to power."10 

Ethnographic data, when combined with statistical sources, can provide an 
enhanced understanding of social change by revealing aspects of agency and by 
highlighting the frequent dichotomy between what people say they do and what 
they actually do. This is a critical distinction, especially in postcommunist 
societies, where there are frequently sharp disjunctures between state policy 
and everyday practice; between official mandates, laws, and decrees written by 
elites and the plethora of strategies people have used for circumventing them; 
and between what is said and what remains unsaid in public secrets. Given this 
"social schizophrenia," to use Katherine Verdery's words, it is critically impor- 
tant to detach discourse from practice and the opinions and actions of the rulers 
from those who are ruled in order to more fully understand the dynamics at 
work in cultural change in Ukrainian society today.11 

Ukraine's position as a borderland - a buffer zone between larger states and 
empires - has shaped its history considerably and left it open to myriad influ- 
ences. An ethnographic perspective can capture aspects of the particular his- 
torical circumstances that shaped cultural diversity, and the perceptions of 
"self," "other," and "belonging" can especially be observed by using the lens of 
this discipline. Such issues merit our attention because they inform the sources 
of collective attachments or animosity among groups and go to the heart of 
explaining why an individual embraces a particular nationalized identity. 

I utilize a definition of nationality that has two components: citizenship 
(desired or actual) and cultural similarity. Following Ernest Gellner's 
approach, I propose to examine what this cultural similarity does as opposed to 
simply what it is.12 The process of nation-building in postcommunist societies 
is distinct in several respects. The Soviet engendered sense of nationality was 
paradoxical and does not conform to Western models in that, as is well known, 
it was at once reflective of one's ancestry (seemingly immutable and eternal) 
and designated at age sixteen (seemingly arbitrary and open to manipulation). 
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Designated nationality was not necessarily concomitant with an experienced 
cultural identity, residence in a particular republic, or linguistic competency. 
Even within a single family there were often multiple nationalities. Hence, the 
citizens of Ukraine (and many other successor states to the former Soviet 
Union) inherited a hybridized sense of nationality. Yet many Western social 
scientists have assumed that nationality statistics represent an absolute and 
bound reality, and as a result have asserted that Ukraine is a "bi-ethnic state" 
constituted by Ukrainians and Russians.13 

This hybridity and the perils of conceptualizing cultural differences in 
Ukraine in terms of nationality are captured by the amorphous category 
"russified Ukrainian." The blending of cultural influences, coerced and other- 
wise, have conspired to create this category, which some assert includes at least 
one-third of the Ukrainian population.14 The term has historically referred to 
Russian-speaking ethnic Ukrainians but increasingly designates someone who 
is Ukrainian in political terms (i.e., a supporter of Ukrainian independence) and 
Russian in cultural terms (i.e., a person who uses Russian as the primary 
language).15 Many russified Ukrainians, however, have a cultural repertoire 
that is entirely bi-national and includes competency in both languages.16 More- 
over, the same could be said of many Ukrainian-speaking ethnic Russians who 
have all been Ukrainian citizens for almost a decade now. 

Any attempt to analyze nation-building would mandate some classificatory 
scheme. Here, however, the emphasis is on showing how ethnographic re- 
search can highlight the ways in which the meanings of these categories and 
concepts are historically contingent, contextually dependent, and therefore 
open to change. These are issues of critical importance when analyzing statisti- 
cal data in order to grasp the dynamics of nation-building and to assess the 
potential obstacles and the prospects for its success. Moreover, the approach of 
moving beyond the quantifiable categories of nationality and language per se 
and instead analyzing how cultural differences are articulated and maintained 
frees us from the confines of inherited (and often misleading) labels of nation- 
ality and language use. 

In addition to the multiplex and fluid criteria informing identities in 
Ukraine, there is the issue of belonging. Although the Soviet state attempted to 
erase the culturally constructed meanings inherent in such social distinctions as 
nationality, language, religion, and gender - and the hybrid nature of identity 
that arose among at least one-third of the Ukrainian population (and which 
resists easy classification) is testimony to their partial success - they were 
unable to prevent an attachment to place from developing. Soviet Ukraine, with 
its own borders, government and cultural institutions, and historic sites was a 
"homeland" for a great many residents because they felt they belonged there. 
This sense of belonging is manifested in the fact that there has not been a mass 
exodus of any group from Ukraine since independence. All residents of 
Ukraine have the right to become citizens and to continue to reside in Ukraine, 
and most have taken advantage of that right. They are all subjected, albeit not 
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in an identical manner, to similar economic and political conditions and to the 
new state's efforts at nation-building. This process creates a collective experi- 
ence which has the potential to inform a common cultural identity. 

Crafting Difference, Crafting Unity 

One of the most distinguishing features of a culture is a shared sense of 
temporal rhythm. The state calendar is an institution underwriting the parallel 
undertakings of state formation and nation-building by mediating the processes 
of temporalizing and memory-making. Much as the flag or a national anthem 
symbolizes the distinctiveness and uniqueness of a particular nation, a calendar 
of annual commemorations creates a distinct rhythm of social life by marking 
time that sets a group apart from others. The calendar functions as an inter- 
group boundary, binding the nation as a collective subject through orches- 
trated, collective practice that is distinct from that of other national groups. In 
so doing, it enables national imagining by explicitly articulating the perimeters 
of a nation and by unifying that group through collective action within a 
common temporal frame. 

Through cyclical repetition over time, the calendar can reinforce and natu- 
ralize an established social order as the life cycles and everyday practices of 
individuals are gradually grafted onto state-designed commemorations. By 
connecting individuals to a group through a shared calendar of celebrations and 
commemorations, a sense of belonging and a spatially based identity is created. 
State-sponsored commemoration, therefore, can be viewed not only as the 
practice of history, but as the practice of belonging as well. 

Symbolic forms demonstrating belonging, legitimacy, and common history 
assume great importance in the absence of material or cultural incentives for 
endorsing the state. Because of the enormous symbolic significance of the state 
calendar and its capacity to reorient a group, the calendar is a powerful means 
by which to mark discontinuity between the past and the present, and between a 
former regime and a new one.17 Much like today, following the Bolshevik 
Revolution of 1917, intellectuals combed the historical record for events and 
heroes that could be showcased in commemoration to legitimize the new Soviet 
state's authority in the face of economic hardship. By altering the temporal 
framework of their imperial predecessor, the celebratory calendar of which 
melded notions of the sacred and the profane into forty-two official holidays, 
the Bolsheviks were eventually able to severely restrict the religious calendar 
as a means of organizing social life and create an "étatization" of secular time. 
Their successes are now being challenged. 

Today, even as the sites, practices, and objects of commemoration shift 
during this period of reestablishing the state calendar, the purpose of com- 
memoration remains the same: to create a sense of belonging, familiarity, 
and mutual obligation among citizens of a particular state by imagining or 
remembering commonly experienced or commonly meaningful events. 
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When individual memories recall an account of events radically different 
from that advanced by the state in commemoration, or recognize the occur- 
rence of events that are denied by the state, the legitimacy of the state is 
undermined. In the Soviet Union, the lack of intersection between official 
historiography and life-course narratives created a contradictory dynamic that 
often impeded individuals from perceiving themselves as Soviet. Some com- 
memorations actually served to inhibit the cultivation of a sense of Soviet 
identity by glaringly exposing the gulf between lived experience and the state's 
censored and sanitized version of history. By extension, the state repressed any 
dissenting expression of the vacuousness of Soviet commemorations and 
thereby channeled alienation into private rituals. As shall become apparent, 
Soviet citizens refashioned Soviet holidays by reforging meaning into them 
that was highly individualized and expressed in a highly atomized way, and 
this is a legacy that the newly independent states have inherited. 

The process of revising the state calendar in post-Soviet Ukraine is further 
complicated by the fact that there are in essence three temporal frameworks 
competing for recognition: the inherited Soviet roster of holidays and com- 
memorations, the new national calendar of commemorations, and a full 
array of religious celebrations and ceremonies. The calendar constitutes a focal 
point where the state is obliged to articulate which events are the most pivotal 
to the Ukrainian historical experience. Once such an interpretation of the past is 
institutionalized in the calendar, it becomes part of the underpinnings of con- 
temporary culture by structuring collective perceptions of time and informing 
popular practice in a ritualized, cyclical fashion. As of 1999, the following 
were considered public holidays: 

1 January New Year's Day 
7 January Julian Calendar Christmas 
8 March Women's Day 
Variable Easter Monday 
1-2 May May Day/Labor Day 
9 May Victory Day 
28 June Constitution Day 
24 August Independence Day 
7-8 November Great October Revolution Day/ 

Day of National Reconciliation 

Five holidays commemorated under the Soviet regime continued to be 
recognized in Ukraine: New Year's Day, Women's Day, May Day, Victory 
Day, and October Revolution Day, which was renamed the Day of National 
Reconciliation in 1999. Soviet Constitution Day (5 December) has been elimi- 
nated. Soviet Army Day (23 February) has been reconstituted into Ukrainian 
Army Day, but it does not have rest day status. Needless to say, the list of forty 
professional day anniversaries e.g., Residential-Communal Housing Mainte- 
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nance Workers' Day (21 March); Salespersons' Day (25 July); Miners' Day 
(29 August); and Oil, Gas, and Oil Refinery Workers' Day (12 September), 
which the Soviet system used as a means to enshrine its ideology of celebrating 
labor, have, much like their institutions and industries, fallen on hard times, 
although they are still officially recognized.18 Two new national commemora- 
tions and two religious holidays have also been introduced. 

Vividly illustrating the perils of attempting to acknowledge multiple holiday 
realms, the Ukrainian state has inadvertently created two "holiday marathons," 
as the press has dubbed them. Easter holidays often combine with May Day 
and Victory Day commemorations to create a prolonged period of holiday 
celebration. Starting in 1997, for example, the government took the extraordi- 
nary step of adding two days off to make a bridge among holidays and thereby 
sanctioned a nine-day government shutdown.19 In 1998 an eight-day shutdown 
ensued when the government offered two bridge days for the same reason. In 
each instance, the strength of the shadow economy was revealed as the country 
continued to function without the participation of the massive government 
sector. 

The New Year's festivities are fast becoming the centerpiece of another 
holiday marathon. More people now follow the Gregorian calendar for reli- 
gious feasts thanks to the Roman Catholic Church and the inroads made by 
various Protestant denominations. Therefore, the 25 December Christmas cel- 
ebrations give way to New Year's festivities, Julian calendar Christmas on 7 
January (celebrated by the Orthodox and Greek Catholics), and the Julian 
calendar New Year celebrations on 13 January. Below, I discuss each of the 
officially recognized holidays in the Soviet, national, and religious realms, and 
analyze how they are currently marked and what the commemorations can tell 
us about the dynamics of nation-building in Ukraine today. As New Year's 
Day is a comparatively nonpolitical holiday and is primarily celebrated in 
private, I set aside its consideration here except to note that its importance 
continues to overshadow Christmas. 

October Revolution Day/Day of National Reconciliation 

Although the October Revolution - the cornerstone celebration of the Soviet 
state - was no longer marked in the same grandiose fashion following 
Ukraine's independence, the date 7 November nonetheless remained a national 
holiday. Initially, the status of this key annual event was quite ambiguous. 
Ironically, the days falling on 7-8 November were not considered official 
holidays but were still rest days: that is, October Revolution Day was not listed 
in an official state calendar in the early 1990s, but any governmental office on 
those days would have been closed. The same was true in Russia until 1996, 
when 7 November was recast as a "Day of Reconciliation and Accord." In the 
same year a debate over this day erupted in Ukraine as well. The ambiguous 
status of the anniversary prompted a vote in the Ukrainian Parliament 
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(Verkhovna Rada) to resolve the issue. Only 126 deputies of the 450 deputies 
voted to abolish the two-day holiday commemorating the October Revolu- 
tion.20 Such a vote should not be taken as purely reflective of a pro-Soviet 
ideological commitment among members of the Ukrainian Parliament, al- 
though this was clearly a factor. Among the other factors that played a role in 
the resistance of legislators to eliminating existing holidays were the inertia 
produced by parliamentary voting blocs, and the arrears of up to six months in 
salary payments for state sector employees.21 

The Ukrainian Parliament's vote to make more explicit the status of the 
anniversary, however, did not diminish the symbolic value of the day and its 
ability to serve as a key point of orientation for the expression of myriad views 
using the Soviet experience as a backdrop. In 1998 approximately 90,000 
people - albeit significantly short of the 300,000 expected - commemorated 
the day in various ways in over 400 different locales throughout the country.22 
Increasingly, the ambiguous status of the day has inspired demonstrations that 
could be characterized as "dueling rituals," to use Kathleen Smith's phrase.23 

In Kharkiv, for example, the former Ukrainian capital and a city in close 
proximity to Russia, two key demonstrations took place on 7 November 1998. 
One was organized by the oblast committees of the Communist and Socialist 
parties and the Civic Congress of Ukraine, and was held at the former 
Derzhinskii Square, renamed Freedom Square, in the center of the city near the 
Lenin monument. At that rally, several thousand people listened to speakers 
condemning the "bourgeois-nationalist dictatorship" in power. The crowd 
called for the reunification of Ukraine with Russia and Belarus and repudiated 
Ukraine's subservience to international financial organizations.24 At around 
the same time but in a different part of the city, a somber crowd gathered by the 
new monument erected to honor the proclamation of Ukrainian independence. 
This meeting was organized by the national democrats to draw attention to the 
victims of communist terror. It was convened in response to the demands of 
Viacheslav Chorno vil, a founding member and former leader of Rukh who died 
in a car accident on 26 March 1999, that the date of 7 November become an 
occasion to honor the memory of those victims. Indeed, among the demonstra- 
tors' demands was the annulment of 7 November as a state holiday alto- 
gether.25 

The duel of rituals occurred on this and on another level in Lviv. Along with 
opposing groups competing to define the symbolism of 7 November, attempts 
were made to replace this commemoration with a 1 November commemoration 
of the founding in 1919 of the Western Ukrainian National Republic. Unable to 
overcome the national inertia that kept 7 November alive as a focal point for 
the expression of nostalgia for a bygone way of life and of discontent with the 
vast changes that have consumed society since independence, some western 
Ukrainians attempted to bypass state directives by replacing the commemora- 
tion with another to be observed in early November. Under the present Labor 
Code, privately employed workers may work on public holidays but they must 
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be compensated with additional days off.26 In an effort to diminish the impor- 
tance of 7-8 November, in western Ukraine it became increasingly common to 
work on these two days and then choose another two to take off. 

Moreover, according to liturgical calendars, the beginning of November is 
a time for commemorating the dead. On 1 November, western Ukrainians go to 
the cemetery and place candles for family members who have died. Local 
politicians have capitalized on the spirit of the day and use it to commemorate 
the anonymous heroes "who have died for a free Ukraine," to quote Yaroslava 
StetsTco, the leader of the Congress of Ukrainian Nationalists and a deputy in 
the Ukrainian Parliament from the Ivano-Frankivsk region.27 In doing so, 
StetsTco reminds us of Benedict Anderson's observations of how "unknown 
soldiers" facilitate national imagining by symbolizing a sense of solidarity and 
commitment among strangers based on a belief in cultural commonality and the 
reciprocal obligations this presupposes.28 It also reflects Verdery's insights on 
the "political lives," or political capital, that dead bodies wield in contemporary 
political debates in postcommunist societies.29 The homage paid to them - or 
not paid to them - can galvanize a group into collective action quite effec- 
tively. In western Ukraine, in popular practice at least, albeit not in official 
state decrees, Soviet symbolism associated with 7 November was replaced with 
an event that centered on Ukrainian statehood and the Ukrainian historical 
experience. In this way, individuals were able to subvert state policy and in 
practice transform a "red anniversary" into a black one by parlaying the sym- 
bolism of the day away from a Soviet past to a Ukrainian future. 

In the hope of quelling the divisiveness over the symbolism of 7 November, 
a compromise was reached in 1999 by renaming the commemoration as the 
"Day of National Reconciliation" with the date remaining a national holiday. 
Shortly thereafter, on 1 February 2000 it was eliminated from the state calendar 
by national deputies in a vote of 236 to 7 and signed into law by President 
Kuchma three days later. Part of the reason for this sharp change of heart 
among state leaders can be traced to Kuchma's victory over the Communist 
Party candidate Petro Symonenko months earlier. It may be argued that, having 
defeated a significant challenge from the communists and neo-communists, 
Kuchma felt obliged to prominently reject the immediate past as a model for 
future reform. Indeed, just prior to the general election on 14 November, 
Kuchma commemorated 7 November, unlike Symonenko who reveled in the 
glories of the Soviet past, by attending a rally at St. Sophia's Square to 
remember the victims of communist terror. At this rally Kuchma gained the 
endorsement of Hennadii Udovenko, the leader of the National Rukh of 
Ukraine (one of two factions of Rukh, which split in February 1999). The 
pressure to adopt such a posture vis-à-vis the Soviet past comes not only from 
the need to crystallize his political identity as a non-communist within Ukraine, 
but also from the need to appeal to Western agencies disbursing aid and 
investment in Ukraine's beleaguered economy by asserting his commitment 
abroad to capitalist-oriented economic reform. Nonetheless, once again in 2000 

This content downloaded from 139.184.14.159 on Sat, 26 Sep 2015 01:12:02 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


CRAFTING IDENTITY, MARKING TIME 1 15 

the symbolism of 7 November inspired dueling rituals. In Kharkiv, nearly 
4,000 people demonstrated to commemorate the October Revolution anniver- 
sary and to decry the government's socio-economic policies. The Kyiv demon- 
stration, which was attended by 2,500 people - including the Communist Party 
leader Petro Symonenko and the head of the Socialist Party Oleksandr 
Moroz - "demanded . . . fixed prices for utilities and foodstuffs, [a] minimum 
wage at a level no lower than the subsistence minimum, and [the re-establish- 
ment of] the October Revolution as a public holiday."30 

Whether the commemoration formally exists in the state calendar or not, its 
symbolic value lingers and provides a ritualized occasion for the expression of 
a variety of political opinions throughout the various regions of the country. 
Such forms of popular practice, as captured in ethnographic data, bespeak 
political orientations which can be every bit as revealing (if not more) of either 
pro-Ukrainian or pro-Soviet sentiment as, say, statistics on nationality and 
language use. Such sentiments and the political visions they foster can be 
significant facilitators or impediments in the process of nation-building. 

May Day 

The second most important commemorative event in Soviet society was 
marked on 1 May as the International Day of Worker Solidarity and on 2 May 
as Labor Day. At the same time the vote was taken to abolish the 7 November 
commemoration, a motion was tabled to eliminate the 1 May holiday. This 
motion failed. Although the grandiose Soviet-style parades and festivities have 
ceased, the common tradition of collectively resting at the dacha, working in 
the garden, or in some way savoring a day off has not. Because of the pre- 
scribed and highly orchestrated nature of this public celebration under Soviet 
rule, the demonstrations over time increasingly excluded the populace and this 
prompted individuals to refashion the meaning of the day into something more 
personal and relevant.31 Many news reports analyzing why the vote to abolish 
May Day failed noted that this was a favorite day for picnicking. Even if the 
holiday became divorced from the meaning the Soviet state intended, the 
individual practices associated with it were not rendered meaningless and 
retained their relevance in the post-Soviet period. Thus, the Ukrainian state 
continues to grant rest day status to May Day. 

A state does not have to be delegitimized in order for its holidays to become 
devoid of their intended meaning. One only needs to consider a variety of 
American state holidays, such as Memorial Day or Labor Day. More than any 
kind of commentary on American history or state power, these holidays sym- 
bolize the beginning and the end of summer. This totally non-state-related 
meaning is nonetheless relevant for the cultural construction of nationhood. 
Although the practice of honoring U.S. citizens who have died in war or 
celebrating the efforts of working men and women might be bypassed by all 
save a few, Americans nonetheless engage in leisure activities coterminously 
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and act on a common understanding of seasons and seasonal rhythms. This 
temporal framework makes for a commonality of practice, albeit an individu- 
ally tailored one, that has meaning other than what was originally intended. The 
same could be said of May Day in Ukraine. In this way, the Soviet holiday 
plays a role in the post-Soviet state's attempts at nation-building. 

Victory Day 

All commemorative practices have their own history, and attempts to revise 
them have to grapple with this fact. This task is nowhere more evident than 
with the continued commemoration of Victory Day. Unlike the previous Soviet 
holidays discussed, the state commemorative activities of which were largely 
seen as vacuous, Victory Day holds genuine and heartfelt meaning for the 
majority of the population due to the massive losses sustained in Ukraine 
during World War II.32 Victory Day was proclaimed in 1945 but did not 
become a non-working day until 1965, a status it retains today. The end of the 
war is commemorated one day earlier in Western Europe. The Ukrainian state, 
however, like its Russian counterpart, continues to observe 9 May. For some, 
Victory Day is inextricably linked with the Soviet Union's superpower status 
and provides an occasion to publicly recall the sacrifices of the Soviet people 
and the bravery of Red Army veterans, many of whom wear their medals with 
pride on this day. Politicians capitalize on the symbolism of the day by making 
more promises to raise the pensions of the elderly and veterans, in the shadow 
of the Soviet system's "cradle to grave" social protection programs.33 Such 
pining for Soviet grandeur is received quite differently in various regions of 
Ukraine, making national-level commemorations quite problematic. 

One reason for this, of course, is the controversial role of the Organization 
of Ukrainian Nationalists and the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UkrainsTca 
povstansica armiia, UPA). Were their members fighters against an oppressive 
Soviet state, who were crushed by its military machine in the name of imperial 
expansion? Or were they Nazi sympathizers who betrayed their Ukrainian 
brethren fighting in the Soviet Red Army against an even more brutal regime? 
Such commemorations of World War II, thus, rather than trying to create a 
narrative of the wartime experience which could be embraced by the entire 
nation, calls for flexibility on the part of the state to allow for regional variation 
in historical experience. While the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War 
II was commemorated in 1995 on a country- wide level with military parades 
and lavish state ceremonies, the specific ways in which Victory Day's meaning 
is marked varies by region. When a state represents a version of the past in the 
state calendar, it appropriates and sometimes transforms local and regional 
histories and the memories of subordinated groups. Those with an understand- 
ing of the national experience that departs from this interpretation capitalize on 
the symbolic significance of the day to air their discontent with the goal of 
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institutionalizing commemoration of other events or other aspects of the same 
events.34 

In western Ukraine, Victory Day is seen as a Soviet (not Ukrainian) holiday. 
It serves to revive the issue of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact - and thus of 
Soviet legitimacy - and as a reminder of the severe repression that ensued after 
the so-called "liberation" of the region by the Red Army. Furthermore, the 
emphasis placed on veterans during Victory Day serves as a reminder that UPA 
veterans are not recognized with the same status as Red Army veterans. The 
fact that veterans of "an occupying force," as the Red Army is sometimes 
called, receive a pension from the Ukrainian state and UPA veterans do not, is 
seen as a cruel paradox. 

In Sevastopol, the port city in Crimea on the Black Sea, Victory Day also is 
closely associated with the Soviet Union but the connection assumes a different 
spirit. In 1999 Victory Day came on the heels of the 55th anniversary of the 
capture of the city by Soviet forces and several weeks after an agreement had 
been reached to extend the lease of its port facilities for Russia's Black Sea 
Fleet to 2017. President Kuchma attended a solemn commemorative ceremony 
for war veterans and in an overt attempt to pander to local priorities in an 
election year, Kuchma used the occasion to express his profound regret that 
"we [the former republics of the USSR] split up, so that we no longer have 
nuclear weapons and the Soviet Union's nuclear shield no longer covers 
Ukraine."35 To the applause of the crowd, he went on to proclaim his love for 
veterans, for Russia, and his respect for the Russian minister of defense ("We 
are rocket scientists, we are great friends"), who was in attendance.36 

This prominent connection with the former Soviet Union keeps public 
commemorations of Victory Day at the regional level. Forging a nationalized 
meaning into public ceremonies remains too perilous to undertake because of 
the wide spectrum of anticipated regionally based (not national) reactions. Yet 
repeated annual commemorations based on regional interpretations of the So- 
viet experience only serve to reaffirm regional cultural differences by cycli- 
cally recalling nostalgia for grandeur, the bitterness over repression, or per- 
sonal - but, once again, not necessarily national - suffering. Because of the 
significance of World War II, Victory Day remains too meaningful to individu- 
als for government leaders to seriously contemplate eliminating it, but too 
perilous to commemorate nationally. Hence, its commemoration serves to 
reinforce regional cultural differences that build on regionally variable experi- 
ences of Soviet rule. 

International Women 's Day 

Women's Day continues to be celebrated at home and in the workplace but its 
meaning is changing. Rather than evoking the international women's move- 
ment, the day is increasingly associated with women, the season of spring, and 
renewal.37 In addition, by 1999 Mother's Day was sporadically commemo- 
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rated on the second Sunday in May, initially in western Ukrainian regions and 
then across the country by 1999. By pairing Women's Day with Mother's Day, 
we see the twin efforts of the Soviet and Ukrainian states to articulate a vision 
of gender roles concordant with each society's ideal concepts of gendered 
national identities. The Soviet regime sought to highlight the role and contribu- 
tion of women as workers, while the new Ukrainian state aligned its ideology 
to be more in keeping with both westernized values and the traditional Slavic 
cult of motherhood rooted in mythology. The elevated status of motherhood 
also reflects growing concern over recent demographic trends, which show a 
birth rate well below replacement levels and one of the lowest in the world.38 

With the shift of emphasis away from a celebration of labor at the work 
collective to a day devoted to mothers commemorated at home on Sunday, we 
see the extent to which national identities are intertwined with gender-based 
conceptions of self and society. Any attempt to encourage reform of a national- 
ized aspect of identity necessarily triggers a domino effect, shifting others. 
Revised, re-gendered commemorations that subscribe to a different temporal 
framework serve to shatter Soviet-created notions of gender and to create a 
forum to enact newly redefined gender identities, roles, and relations in a 
cyclical fashion. 

Commemorating a National History 

As of 1999, the Ukrainian state had recognized two secular national holidays: 
Constitution Day (28 June) and Independence Day (24 August). These dates 
relate specifically to the formation of the new Ukrainian state in the post-Soviet 
period and entirely exclude Russia. Although these two commemorations are 
comparatively uncontroversial, how independence has been commemorated by 
the state has come under criticism. Reviving an old Soviet tradition and demon- 
strating the resolve of earlier debates over whether the ukrainization of the 
Soviet army was even possible, let alone accomplished, Independence Day 
festivities most recently have featured grandiose military parades down 
Khreshchatyk, Kyiv's main boulevard, with the usual governmental iconostasis 
in place for review. In 1999 the parade included an impressive show of defen- 
sive military hardware (tanks, missiles, planes, etc.), soldiers and cadets from 
all branches of the armed forces, and jet fighters and other military aircraft 
flying over the path of the parade for special effect. The 1998 parade also 
included rows of marching athletes. Military might and athletic prowess were, 
of course, quintessential Soviet sources of pride. Now revived, they have been 
grafted onto celebrations of the Ukrainian state. Perhaps the key difference was 
that the gala Soviet parades sometimes lasted for two hours. In 1999 the parade 
lasted 23 minutes.39 

Not only do we see here an effort to showcase Ukrainian accomplishments 
in Soviet terms, but this practice of grafting nationalist meaning onto Soviet 
symbols also represents an attempt at nation-building that is in a way 
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supraethnic. It draws on cultural elements that are neither ethnic Ukrainian nor 
ethnic Russian. Like the group it is designed to appeal to, this commemorative 
blending mirrors the hybridity of the russified Ukrainians. As further evidence 
of this difficulty in reconciling a Soviet past with a national present, historical 
events that have a specifically ethnic character, such as the battery of anniver- 
saries, events, and heroes that were often commemorated with tremendous and 
spontaneous popular participation in the final years of Soviet rule - for ex- 
ample, Chornobyl,40 the Famine,41 and Taras Shevchenko42 - have only been 
tepidly recognized by the state in the post-Soviet era. 

During the final years of Soviet rule, supporters of Rukh and others disen- 
chanted with the Soviet regime seized days with historic significance to com- 
memorate alternative (anti-Soviet, pro-Ukrainian) interpretations of those 
events and personages. Using history to discredit the legitimacy of the Soviet 
regime by highlighting a suppressed interpretation of the Ukrainian historical 
experience of Soviet rule that centered on victimization and the trope of suffer- 
ing proved to be an effective strategy. It provided a rallying point anchored in 
anti-Soviet sentiment that overrode narrow social divisions and allegiances 
based on nationality, region, gender, or endorsement of single issues, such as 
environmentalism, and helped to garner support for an independent Ukrainian 
state. Still, in spite of such commemorations during the final years of Soviet 
rule, nationalized versions of events that occurred during the Soviet period had 
not been included in the state calendar by the close of 1999. 

However, in early 1999 "Unity Day" (Den' Sobornosti Ukrainy) was intro- 
duced as an official holiday on 22 January to commemorate the anniversary of 
the 1919 Act of Union, which united the Ukrainian National Republic (UNR) 
that had declared its independence on 22 January 1918 with the Lviv-based 
government of the Western Ukrainian National Republic. Perhaps most impor- 
tantly, this new holiday, and the recent elimination of 7 November in 2000, 
testifies in part to the state's embrace of a western Ukrainian interpretation of 
history as it slowly begins to move the calendar away from the Soviet past. This 
commemoration links the new state to an earlier attempt at statehood and ties 
Kuchma with Symon Petliura, who was a member of the Directory of the UNR 
at the time and became its president in February 1919. This is the first com- 
memorative holiday related to an event that occurred prior to 1991 and is 
directly connected to an "ethnically Ukrainian" history. 

Unity Day serves to revive memories of the spectacular human chain 
formed in January 1990 that stretched from Kyiv to Lviv during the heady days 
of glasnost. This mass show of force in 1990 is considered by many to be one 
of the seminal events demonstrating a widespread commitment to Ukrainian 
independence from the Soviet Union. The new holiday provides a forum in 
which to reenact this symbolic act of solidarity. Indeed, during the first Unity 
Day commemoration in 2000 in Kyiv, a smaller human chain was formed.43 

In essence, just as the Bolsheviks sought to illustrate a systemic rupture by 
redesigning the state calendar, the new Ukrainian government has used the 
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calendar to placate multiple constituencies. By designating a new beginning 
with the institutionalization of Constitution Day and Independence Day, the 
state champions Ukrainian independence and the fall of the Soviet system. It 
also simultaneously placates another by continuing to recognize the most no- 
table Soviet holidays and by celebrating the Soviet experience. In other words, 
a new beginning is signaled, but it is a beginning from a past, the meaning and 
ultimate value of which remains ambiguously unresolved. 

Reintroducing Religion 

Even the many nonbelievers I have interviewed over the years, many of whom 
held organized religion at bay, consistently endorsed the reinstatement of 
religious holidays as part of the national heritage and as part of a greater 
process of "normalization" or de-sovietization. The Julian calendar Christmas 
and Easter Monday are thus far the only religious occasions considered public 
holidays.44 

Religion is clearly a potentially important force in reviving traditions and 
fashioning a national culture. During the early years of independence, state, 
dissident, and diaspora leaders tried vigorously to establish a single national 
Orthodox Church to mirror and support the nascent nation-state. Thus far, 
however, the role of religion in the process of nation-building has been 
mixed.45 For one, Ukraine is home to several Orthodox Churches - the Ukrai- 
nian Orthodox Church-Kyiv Patriarchate, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church- 
Moscow Patriarchate, and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church - as 
well as the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church (also known as the Uniate or 
Ukrainian Catholic Church) and the numerically smaller Roman Catholic 
Church; a handful of Protestant denominations with historical roots in Ukraine; 
a plethora of American Evangelical Protestant groups vigorously engaged in 
missionary activity; reemerging Jewish communities; adherents of Islam 
among Crimean Tatars; and, finally, a vast spectrum of cults and spiritual 
movements that includes Mormons, Hare Krishnas, and the apocalyptic White 
Brotherhood. This wide array of denominations, and in particular the splinter- 
ing of the Orthodox Church into competing branches, has prevented any one of 
them from establishing itself as the national Church. Although a diversity of 
denominations in Ukraine potentially bodes well for overall religious tolerance 
and cultural pluralism, in the short term it complicates the process of nation- 
building because the roster of organized religions offers a variety of com- 
memorative celebrations, some following the Gregorian and others following 
the Julian calendars.46 

In addition, religious festivities are not celebrated in the same collective, 
inclusive way in the public sphere as are state commemorations; religious 
holidays are celebrated at home or in church and only by those who adhere to a 
particular faith. Furthermore, religious and secular holidays belong to two 
different modalities of temporality. Although commemorations are by nature 

This content downloaded from 139.184.14.159 on Sat, 26 Sep 2015 01:12:02 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


CRAFTING IDENTITY, MARKING TIME 1 2 1 

repetitive, an attachment to history places them in a larger linear framework of 
teleological progression even when commemorations are modified to incorpo- 
rate new interpretations. In contrast, the religious calendar operates in an 
ahistorical, cyclical fashion and is far more fixed. Time in the liturgical calen- 
dar focuses on a self-contained, closed circle that endlessly repeats itself, even 
as it progresses forward.47 Perhaps most importantly, the reintroduction of the 
religious calendar eliminates the exclusive dominance of a secular sense of 
temporality, which the Soviet state institutionalized, and reintroduces multidi- 
mensional temporal patterns that can structure practice and inform definitions 
of the self. 

The shift away from public sphere secular celebration and commemoration 
to religiously based celebration in the home also has strong implications for 
gender roles and identities. Although commemoration in the public sphere is 
still primarily a male-dominated activity, festivities at home give a far more 
central role to women as wives and mothers. As the home, not the town square 
or the workplace, becomes a more significant site of commemoration and 
tradition, this formally transfers responsibilities of socialization, and of keep- 
ing alive personal and historical memories, away from the state and back to 
women. Thus, holidays become another means to dismantle the gender roles 
and practices established in tandem with Soviet ideology and craft new ones to 
serve an ideology of nation-state. 

Conclusion 

The examples of the continuing weight of the Soviet past are so significant that 
William Faulkner's dictum leaps to mind: "The past is not dead. It's not even 
past." New independent states emerged following the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union. Yet cultural practices are far more difficult to dislodge. The very 
system and state deemed so bankrupt and illegitimate continue to live on in 
commemorative tradition in Ukraine. Some reasons for this are offered here, 
which may afford insights into the Ukrainian experience of communism and 
the prospects for nation-building. 

Using commemorations and by extension the everyday practices of ordinary 
citizens as a lens, we see that the key fractures in society are not necessarily 
nationally, linguistically, or religiously based, but rather hinge on divergent 
interpretations of the Soviet experience. Thus, the commemorations of 7 No- 
vember triggered dueling rituals in most urban centers, which were distinctly of 
a non-national nature; they sought to pass judgments on the Soviet experience 
by either aligning the regime with glory or with terror. The experience of 
Soviet rule was, of course, regionally varied, and this is reflected in the tenor of 
the duels and the multiple levels on which they are waged. It bears recalling 
here that the duel waged in Lviv was not only over the meaning of 7 November, 
but against the commemoration itself as well. 
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During this painful period of transformation and adaptation, the pronounced 
Soviet practices and symbolism in the state calendar indicate tensions in iden- 
tity politics that should be conceptualized less in terms of ukrainization, as 
most scholars have done, and more in terms of de-sovietization. The Soviet 
state and system have collapsed but the culture they spawned remains very 
much alive, thanks in part to annual commemorations incorporating Soviet 
demarcations of time and a Soviet interpretation of "our" history. Nostalgia for 
the Soviet era is further curried by the dismal economic conditions in Ukraine 
today. Of course, becoming Soviet again is unrealistic. Fusing Soviet cultural 
values and practices with available identity options, however, is a distinct 
possibility. The gradual grafting of nationalized cultural elements onto familiar 
Soviet supraethnic practices, such as the example cited of Independence Day, 
serves to neither alienate nor really appeal to those such as russified Ukrainians 
with a hybrid, sovietized identity. 

The variation of the Ukrainian experience of Soviet rule emerges as an 
overarching regional identity, which has been reinforced by regionally concen- 
trated economic difficulties, such as in the Donbas or Crimea. To the extent 
that commemorations are regionally orchestrated (Victory Day), they serve to 
reproduce and maintain regional identities at the expense of national identities. 

Regional identities may be kept meaningful for another reason. All com- 
memorative practices have their own history. The Ukrainian state is saddled 
with the legacy of the Soviet commemorations which, due to their highly 
orchestrated and prescribed nature, served to alienate most people and 
prompted them to create more meaningful individual practices to supplant 
vacuous state ceremonies (as in the case of May Day). The long history of 
Soviet manipulation of historiography, compounded by the state domination of 
the public sphere, leaves nationalist leaders in post-Soviet society in a delicate 
position. How can a revised historical narrative be accepted as authentic if it is 
presented in a public sphere that has long been discredited as a forum for lies? 
One way to counteract indifference inspired by national commemorations is to 
channel meaning into such regional commemorations and celebrations as Kyiv 
Day, which has a strong popular following. 

The tendency in Eastern Europe to use the state calendar as a means to 
excise the communist past by quickly eliminating its holidays and reinstituting 
commemorative events that occurred prior to the Soviet era has been rather 
pronounced. In this way, a seemingly unbroken linearity of national develop- 
ment can be restored by reinvigorating other histories and dismissing the entire 
socialist period as an unnecessary and unwanted deviation from the "natural" 
path of the nation's history. Obviously, this cannot be said of Ukraine. Formi- 
dable attempts are still being made to grapple with the Soviet past, the sense- 
less suffering it caused and the much longed for security it provided. 

The question remains: Given the bankruptcy of Soviet commemorations, 
which the Ukrainian state has been unable to shake in its tepid moves to 
nationalize commemoration, can such a state calendar be used to foster nation- 
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building? I would argue that although the state calendar could be more effec- 
tive, it is not totally ineffective. It nonetheless serves to structure collective 
practice and to articulate a particular orientation toward national history. Even 
if individuals or groups disagree with such an interpretation, they are obliged to 
engage it in order to change it. The orchestration of a collective rhythm, 
however contested and fractured, nonetheless serves to structure the experience 
of time, the perception of history, and the debate about the past. 

Finally, a coincidence of similar orientations to the past that have recently 
converged should be noted. The November 1999 elections were followed in 
short order by, as previously mentioned, two significant changes to the state 
calendar: the elimination of 7 November and the introduction of Unity Day, the 
first attempt to mark an historic event from a distinctly national tradition. 
Perhaps after nearly a decade of staggering economic decline, a consensus has 
not been reached as to the meaning of the Soviet past. Arguably, however, 
there is a consensus building that the Ukrainian state is here to stay. The weight 
of the Soviet past, which looms so large in the consciousness of Ukrainians as 
revealed in the state calendar, is perhaps only now just beginning to recede as 
the key obstacle to nation-building. This means that the state calendar is 
instrumental in a two-part process of de-sovietizing and ukrainizing 50 million 
people. 

Even in a context of growing dispersion, poverty, and globalization,48 by 
closely studying how ordinary Ukrainians celebrate and commemorate what is 
meaningful to them, we see how individuals become members of particular 
groups and take on group identities as their own. Old "iron curtain" borders 
have crumbled and spurred efforts to establish new borders at a time when 
borders have never been more porous. Ukraine is trying to redefine itself out of 
the periphery and into the center as these bipolar distinctions are imploding on 
each other. Will the burgeoning transnational Ukrainian communities that have 
formed throughout the twentieth century in North and South America, Austra- 
lia, and Europe play a role in the process of defining cultural politics in Ukraine 
as well? This is a particularly salient question given the location of 
transnational communities outside the temporal-spatial matrix of cultural poli- 
tics of which the state calendar is a part. An examination of transnational 
influences might reveal, as it has among other nationalities, that the concept of 
culture is gradually becoming "deterritorialized" even as state institutions in- 
creasingly rely on it to legitimize power. 

In the case of the former Soviet Union, the culture can even be maintained 
without the state. Immigrants from the former Soviet Union, for example, 
continue to celebrate Soviet holidays on 7 November or 8 March, not because 
they have strong feelings for the October Revolution or the international 
women's movement, but simply because these are times of the year when they 
are accustomed to celebration. Based on the findings of my current research, 
recent immigrants from Ukraine do not have the habit of commemorating 
national state holidays. Ironically, the holidays of the state they often loathed 
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are more salient and often provide a sense of commonality, familiarity, and 
solidarity among Soviet immigrants.49 

Regionalism, a sense of nationhood, or a sense of being Soviet are not 
historic givens but rather are crafted into existence through ongoing everyday 
processes which involve rituals to foster a sense of belonging. Commemora- 
tions hold the potential of crafting identities and allegiances on multiple levels. 
Will a sense of being tuteshnii, "from here," be created alongside or in opposi- 
tion to being Ukrainian? Perhaps it is the existence of an attachment to place 
and the spatial identities associated with it that provides the greatest hope for 
continued solidarity and nation-building in Ukraine. By observing how nation- 
wide commemorations are articulated and received, we witness how the mean- 
ing of identities is crafted, how the boundaries of group membership are 
demonstrated, and how a sense of homeland is maintained cyclically over time, 
all of which are vital elements in the process of nation-building. 
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NOTES 

An earlier version of this article was presented at the Kennan Institute in 
Washington, DC in March 2000 and at the Harvard Ukrainian Research 
Institute (HURI) in October 2000. 1 would like to thank Blair Ruble and 
Nancy Popson of the Kennan Institute and James Clem of HURI for 
making the presentations possible in their respective institutions. I would 
also like to thank the members of both forums and the anonymous 
reviewers for Harvard Ukrainian Studies for their helpful comments 
from which this article has benefited. 
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Verdery, eds., Uncertain Transition: Ethnographies of Change in the 
Postsocialist World (Lanham, MD, 1999), pp. 1-17. 
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8. The term "thick description" was coined by Clifford Geertz. Geertz 
argues that culture is in essence a "web of significance," which individu- 
als use to forge meaning into their lives. It is the anthropologist's job, he 
argues, to interpret the meanings inherent in structures of significance 
and to render them accessible to the uninitiated in the form of ethnogra- 
phy or "thick description" of the culture. See Clifford Geertz, The Inter- 
pretation of Cultures (New York, 1973), pp. 3-30. 

9. There is an inherent paradox in the very nature and goals of participant 
observation, which has generated considerable interdisciplinary debate. 
See George Marcus and Michael Fischer, Anthropology as Cultural Cri- 
tique: An Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences (Chicago, 1986), 
and James Clifford and George Marcus, eds., Writing Culture: The Poet- 
ics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley, 1986) for particularly invigo- 
rating and influential texts on the subject. 

10. See Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Death Without Weeping: The Violence of 
Everyday Life in Brazil (Berkeley, 1992), pp. 23-30. 

11. Katherine Verdery, What was Socialism, and What Comes Next? 
(Princeton, NJ, 1996), p. 94. 

12. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, p. 7 

13. See Dominique Arel, "Language Politics in Independent Ukraine: To- 
wards One or Two State Languages?" Nationalities Papers 23(3) Sep- 
tember 1995: 598. While aggregate data on nationality might be useful as 
broad indicators of possible ethnic division, such data have two very 
significant shortcomings: they do not accommodate any sense of 
multiethnic identification and they tell us little about if or when national- 
ity is actually meaningful to the respondent - two lacunae that can be 
filled by ethnographic data. Even while using aggregate data on national- 
ity, several scholars have warned against an overreliance on such statis- 
tics. See Valeri Khmelko and Andrew Wilson, "Regionalism and Ethnic 
and Linguistic Cleavages in Ukraine," in Taras Kuzio, ed., Contempo- 
rary Ukraine: Dynamics of Post-Soviet Transformation (Armonk, NY, 
1998), p. 74, and Mykola Riabchuk, "Civil Society and Nation Building 
in Ukraine," ibid, p. 88. 

14. Alexander Motyl, Dilemmas of Independence: Ukraine after Totalitari- 
anism (New York, 1993), p. 80; Khmelko and Wilson, "Regionalism and 
Ethnic and Linguistic Cleavages," p. 75. 

15. Survey data have shown that a majority of russified Ukrainians not only 
support independence, but also advocate a "pro-Russian" political orien- 
tation in foreign affairs. The majority of russophones support formal 
recognition of Russian as a state language. See Dominique Arel and 
Valeri Khmelko, "The Russian Factor and Territorial Polarization in 
Ukraine," The Harriman Review 9(1-2) 1996: 81-91. 
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16. In an attempt to grapple with the cultural dexterity of russified Ukraini- 
ans, Mykola Riabchuk refers to a "Creole culture" harnessing the asso- 
ciations of indigenous cultures that merge with imposed imperial cul- 
tures. But such a phrase perpetuates the illusion that their culture is a 
coherent, identifiable entity, separate and distinct from both Ukrainian 
and Russian culture. See Mykola Riabchuk, "Laissez-Faire or Affirma- 
tive Action," in Theofil Kis and Irena Makaryk, eds., Towards a New 
Ukraine II: Meeting the New Century (Ottawa, 1999), p. 141. 

17. For a discussion of early Bolshevik efforts to revise concepts of time and 
identity in tandem, see Stephen Hanson, Time and Revolution: Marxism 
and the Design of Soviet Institutions (Chapel Hill, NC, 1997), and James 
von Geldern, Bolshevik Festivals, 1917-1920 (Berkeley, 1993). 

18. For a discussion of Soviet commemorations, see Wanner, Burden of 
Dreams, pp. 141-50; Christopher Binns, "The Changing Face of Power: 
Revolution and Accommodation in the Development of the Soviet Cer- 
emonial System, Part I," Man 14(4): 585-606 (1979); idem, "The Chang- 
ing Face of Power: Revolution and Accommodation in the Development 
of the Soviet Ceremonial System, Part II," Man 15(1) (1980): 170-87; 
and Christel Lane, The Rites of Rulers, Ritual in Industrial Society: The 
Soviet Case (Cambridge, 1981). 

19. See "Sviata dlia vsikh," Deri 1 May 1997: 4. 

20. Interview with Viacheslav Chorno vil published in Ukraina moloda 15 
November 1996: 3. 

21. Due to its symbolic value, the tension surrounding this commemoration 
has not diminished. On 6 November 1998, a skirmish broke out during a 
session of the Ukrainian Parliament when the Communist Party member 
Volodymyr Moiseienko, in an effort to bring attention to the anniversary, 
raised the Soviet flag claiming "it was the one under which the people 
want to live." Chornovil retaliated by proposing that the "red anniver- 
sary" should be used to honor the memory of the victims of communist 
terror. A mêlée ensued and one deputy was injured before the national- 
democratic faction left the hall in disgust. See Iryna Havrylova, 
"Rukhivtsi ta komunisty vzhe 'vidznachyly Sviato,'" Den' 7 November 
1998: 1-2. 

22. "Pid al'ternatyvnymy haslamy," Slobids'kyi krai 10 November 1998: 1. 
23. See Kathleen Smith, "Rewriting the Red Calendar: Commemorative 

Holidays in the New Russia" (paper presented at The Kennan Institute, 
Washington, DC, 8 March 1999). 

24. "Pid arternaty vnymy haslamy," p. 1 . 
25. V. Kobets', "Komu - podiia, komu - pomynky," Slobids'kyi krai 10 No- 

vember 1998: 1. 
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26. See Viktor Luhovyk and Lara Nettelfield, "Cabinet Resolution on Holi- 
days," Kyiv Post 24 April 1997. 

27. See the interview with Yaroslava Stetsico in Den' 1 November 1998: 5. 

28. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Ori- 
gin and Spread of Nationalism (London, 1995). 

29. See Katherine Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies (New York, 
1999). 

30. "Ukrainian Leftists Celebrate Revolution, Protest Economic Plight," 
RFE/RL Newsline 8 November 2000: 1. 

31. See Binns, "The Changing Face of Power, Part II," 170-87, especially p. 
183. 

32. I make this claim on the basis of extensive interviews conducted in 
Ukraine during 1992-1996. See Wanner, Burden of Dreams, pp. 159- 
169. 

33. In 1999 Kuchma used Victory Day as an occasion to pledge additional 
support for veterans and pensioners, two groups with traditional leftist 
leanings who have experienced a sharp decline in their standard of living. 
With pension arrears subsequently running at approximately Hr. 2.2 
billion, such promises were hardly credible. See Nathan Hodge, 
"Kuchma Pines for Days of Nukes: Presidential, Mayoral Candidates 
Rally Leftist Support on Victory Day," Kyiv Post 13 May 1999. 

34. See Alonso, "The Politics of Space, Time, and Substance," p. 389. 

35. Tetiana Korobova, "Leonid Kuchma 'Vziav' Sevastopol'," Den' 8 May 
1999: 1. 

36. On this occasion, President Kuchma also promised to raise pensions, 
open a hospital, and pledged to do everything possible to improve the 
standard of living of pensioners and veterans. Ibid., pp. 1 and 5. 

37. Other purely commercial Western holidays, such as Valentine's Day, are 
also ever more recognized in Ukraine. 

38. As of 2000, the birth rate in Ukraine was 9.3 births per 1,000. This does 
not counterbalance the death rate of 16.48 per 1,000, which means that 
the population of Ukraine is steadily declining. See The World Factbook 
(Washington, DC, 2000). 

39. Another revival of Soviet practice concerns the state's bestowal of med- 
als on model citizens. The old "Hero of the USSR" award, which came 
with a golden star and simultaneously an Order of Lenin, has been 
refashioned into the "Hero of Ukraine" awards that are conferred on 
Independence Day. Recipients now receive the same golden star and an 
order of the state. 

40. The Chornobyl tragedy is perhaps the most striking example. Chornobyl 
became symbolic of Ukraine's colonial status and severely undermined 
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the legitimacy of the Soviet system among Ukrainians. It was commemo- 
rated in myriad ways in the final years of Soviet rule (popular demonstra- 
tions, plays, films, photo exhibits, etc.). The commemoration of the 
tragedy, however, has become problematic in post-Soviet society. As the 
plant continued to operate and refugees from the area continued to be 
resettled - even as discussions were ongoing about reducing their com- 
pensatory payments - it was no longer in the state's interest to keep the 
memory of the accident vivid. Nuclear energy is a means for the Ukrai- 
nian state to sustain an independent and relatively inexpensive source of 
much needed energy. Although the plant had been a symbol of colonial 
oppression, after independence and before its closure in December 2000 
it indirectly contributed to Ukraine's sovereignty and hence the state's 
commemoration of the 1986 tragedy remains muted. 

In the absence of significant state-sponsored commemorative activi- 
ties, numerous environmental, religious and other civic groups, some- 
times with support from Western organizations such as International 
Greenpeace, stage local events to mark the tragedy. Interestingly, the 
Day of the Chornobyl Tragedy (26 April) is flanked by Environment Day 
(17 April) and followed in short order by Earth Day (and Lenin's birth- 
day!) on 22 April. None of these has rest day status, but the fact that they 
exist provides a focal point to voice environmental concerns. 

41. The Famine of 1932-1933 was another event that sharply came to sym- 
bolize the subjugated nature of the Ukrainian-Soviet relationship in the 
final years of Soviet rule. For many Eastern Europeans, Ukrainians 
included, peasants and folk culture are considered emblematic of the 
national essence and any orchestrated attempt to decimate or weaken the 
peasantry is equated with genocide. Furthermore, the Famine is a key 
annual commemoration for the Ukrainian diaspora. In Kyiv, the sixtieth 
anniversary of the Famine, commemorated on 12 September 1993 and 
referred to as the National Day of Mourning, took on a didactic function 
as it was marked. Soviet censorship had ensured that many knew neither 
how such a tragedy was provoked nor the extent of the suffering among 
Ukrainians and other Soviet citizens. Although many in the Ukrainian 
diaspora had long argued that the Famine was on the same magnitude as 
the Armenian Genocide of 1915 and the Jewish Holocaust, this com- 
memoration was the independent Ukrainian state's first significant effort 
to raise awareness of this tragedy and at the same time use it symbolically 
to underscore the colonial nature of the Soviet state. 

On 26 November 1998 President Kuchma decreed the fourth Saturday 
in November as the National Day of Remembrance of Famine Victims 
(since early January 2001, amended to the "Day of Remembrance of 
Famine Victims and Political Repressions" still to be marked on the 
fourth Saturday of November). Two days later, the sixty-fifth anniver- 
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sary was modestly commemorated. The ceremony was centered on a 
symphonic concert at the Kyiv National Philharmonic Hall. Among other 
things, the latest shift in dates was meant to quell Rukh's demands that 
the 7 November Great October Revolution commemoration be replaced 
by a National Day of Mourning for the Victims of Communist Terror. 
Kuchma defused the urgency of that demand by acknowledging the 
Famine-Terror in November at the same time that he assigned it a com- 
memorative day unlikely to interrupt most work schedules. 

42. Extensive efforts were also made, especially during the heady days of 
glasnost, to personify the nation by recapturing the image of Taras 
Shevchenko. Although he was considered the "father of the Ukrainian 
nation," the icon of Shevchenko was co-opted by the Soviet authorities 
and converted into a symbol of national oppression at the hand of an 
unjust tsarist regime. In the late 1980s, Shevchenko's oppositional status 
as a champion of Ukrainian culture and language was more publicly 
expressed. As a result, in post-Soviet society his birthday is equated with 
a celebration of Ukrainian culture and this is symbolized by Shevchenko 
Day or, as it has become known, the Day of National Culture, which is 
commemorated on 9 March. In a similar move to personify the nation 
and enshrine a national hero, in 1999 the Russian government decided on 
the occasion of the bicentennial of Pushkin's birth to declare his birthday 
a national holiday. 

43. Roman Woronowycz, "Unity Day Marked for First Time as Official 
Holiday," The Ukrainian Weekly 30 January 2000: 1 and 9. 

44. The other significant Orthodox holidays that are not recognized by the 
state with rest day status include: Theophany, Annunciation, Transfigu- 
ration, and Commemoration of the Dead. 

45. For an account of the Kravchuk administration's interactions with the 
various organized religions and its failed attempt to establish the Ukrai- 
nian Orthodox Church-Kyiv Patriarchate as a national church, see Serhii 
Plokhy, "Kyiv vs. Moscow: The Autocephalous Movement in Indepen- 
dent Ukraine," Harriman Review 9(1-2) 1996: 32-37. 

46. José Casanova, "Incipient Religious Denominationalism in Ukraine and 
its Effects on Ukrainian-Russian Relations," Harriman Review 9(1-2) 
1996: 38-42. 

47. See Eviatar Zerubavel, Hidden Rhythms: Schedules and Calendars in 
Social Life (Chicago, 1981). 

48. There is growing interest among anthropologists in the notion of "virtual 
diasporas," or the means by which virtual communities form via the 
internet and other technological innovations. Arguably, this dynamic is a 
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particularly salient factor in newly founded Ukrainian communities dis- 
persed around the world owing to their high levels of education. 

49. See Arjun Appadurai, "Global Ethnoscapes: Notes and Queries for a 
Transnational Anthropology," in Richard G. Fox, ed., Recapturing An- 
thropology: Working in the Present (Santa Fe, NM, 1991), pp. 191-210. 
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