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Foreword

In the aftermath of the 16th century English Protestant reformation, the Church fragmented and the Stuart kings, who saw “Crown and Altar” as indivisible, reacted badly. They tried enforcing conformity with coercion, including fines, imprisonment and even the execution of unlicensed preachers and their dissenting adherents. It did not work; dissent persisted and became bolder with the building of unlicensed dissenting meeting houses and chapels. Some nonconformist communities went into exile and events led, eventually, to the bloody English Civil War which culminated in 1649 with the execution of the King. It was not the best model for dealing with the reality of religious plurality and in 1688 despite all the previous excesses, hatreds and bloodshed, the English Parliament passed the Act of Toleration permitting dissenters to worship in their own way. This may seem a long way from the remarkable narrative Lincoln Flake has created. However, scratch it a bit and many familiar features emerge; not least the inability of strong national governments to impose a single religious belief system on the populations they are trying to control. 

Any book trying to understand Russia and its workings, both internally and externally is going to run into difficulty; Russia was famously described by Winston Churchill as “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” Less famously, he added “… but perhaps there is a key (to that enigma). That key is Russian national interest.” In this book, despite all the problems of understanding Russia, Lincoln Flake, comes close to turning that key. The case studies examined in this work include both Russia—pre- and post-Soviet era—and its peripheral or satellite territories. It shows how the atheistic Soviet Union brutally suppressed all pre-Soviet institutions of the state, especially religious. It also shows how the Russian Orthodox church tried to make peace with the new state, became corrupted and failed to either spot or come to terms with the post-Soviet settlement.

Lincoln Flake also shows how the Putinite state successfully harnessed the Russian Orthodox Church to its quest of building a new Russia, by combining an authoritarian religious structure with a traditional nationalism—like the Stuart kings, it was a “Crown and Altar” attempt to create a truly national religion and state. Of course, in the freedom of the immediate post-Soviet era, the emerging Free Trade in religion saw the import of many foreign brands. Several found in Russia fertile ground for proselytizing; the Orthodox Church in turn saw these foreign incomers as a threat to its power and dominance and the State saw them as an enemy within; enemies it could attack and use to strengthen its own position.

Interestingly, the case studies of the Russian peripheries and satellites show how national identities and the varied experiences and reactions of national churches to Soviet rule determined how and if they survived to the 1990s breakup of the Empire. The contrast between the former Soviet republics and Poland for example is instructive, with the Roman Catholic church in Poland forming a powerful national identifier among the devout (in the same way the Catholic church in Ireland did during the centuries of British occupation). 

All in all, this book breaks new and important ground in our understanding both the religious and secular interactions of the Soviet and post-Soviet state of Russia, its peripheral republics and satellites. It is not just a work to give meaning to those religious groups in the West who saw the Post-Soviet world as a perfect opportunity for proselytizing but also provides important insights into the mindset of the sinister penumbra of Putin’s Russia.
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1. The Path of Protectionism
Church, State, and an Oppressive Institutional Design for Religion 

Religious tolerance is abating quickly in Russia with little notice in the West. Anti-extremist amendments which were approved in the summer of 2016 have effectively made the country a non-permissive environment for those religious groups unlucky enough to be deemed non-traditional. Spiritual life in Russia has not seen such dark days since Soviet rule. Yet this relapse was never a foregone conclusion. For a quarter-century, from the disintegration of the Soviet Union to the passing of the restrictive measures, there were many threatening moments and ominous legislative machinations. But religious pluralism always endured, albeit tenuously, as authorities remained more or less indifferent to the religious sphere. Indeed, even in the early Putin era, the religious institutional design in Russia proved a surprising exception to the rule. While every other element of civil society trended authoritarian after 2000, religious groups of nearly every stripe continued to operate relatively unfettered. Religious freedoms faired no worse during the first decade or so of Putin’s reign than they did during Yeltsin’s presidency.

Five years on from the restrictive measures, labelled the Yarovaya laws, it is clear that the Kremlin is no longer indifferent to religious life. Raids and arrests are now commonplace as authorities have all but declared open season on those groups, such as the Jehovah's Witnesses, that do not meticulously adhere to the draconian restrictions. Examples of repression are myriad. The Supreme Court's 2017 ban on Jehovah's Witness activity and its later decision to declare the group’s headquarters and all 395 local communities "extremist organizations" is but one early instance of repression (Arnold 2019). 2018 saw at least 159 prosecutions from all religious groups for violating just the anti-missionary provisions of the law, with those cases achieving a 90 percent conviction rate (Arnold 2019a). In the first half of 2020, at least 42 prosecutions of “missionary activity” in violation of the 2016 measures occurred, with a 92 percent conviction rate (Arnold, 2020). Among those convicted was old a 61-year-old Jehovah's Witness member who received a six-and-a-half-year jail term in a Pskov court simply for organizing a religious meeting. (Arnold, 2020a). The number of convictions continued throughout 2020 including against Nikita Glazunov, fined by a court in Kazan for organizing a Catholic Mass in a hotel conference hall (Del Turco, 2020).

For those churches that decide to obey the letter of the law, such as The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the rules make operating almost impractical. All proselytization efforts, the life blood of most small or new entrant churches, are effectively outlawed. The measures have stifled religious activities for most denominations with tight controls on religious education, the right to print literature, registration and visas requirements, access to worship premises, and the right to assembly. In just the educational realm, the Pentecostal Union's Eurasian Theological Seminary's license was annulled in October 2018, while the Baptist Union's Moscow Theological Seminary was forbidden to add new students in January 2019 (Arnold 2019b). The assault has not been limited to Christian churches, as Islamic groups have also suffered (Arnold 2018). 

The dramatic rollback of rights is palpable across the entire religious domain. When judged across eight religious freedom criteria by the Pew Research Center, Russia declined in all categories from 2007 to 2017—undoubtedly with the most negative change after the passing of the Yarovaya law. With the scores ranging from least restrictive at 1 to most restrictive at 10, Russia deteriorated from a 4.5 score to 8.2 in the category of state favoritism for select religious groups. Russia also went in the wrong direction in the category of laws and policies impacting religious freedom. The negative trends in other criteria are just as disconcerting and align with conditions articulated by clergy and members of non-traditional churches throughout Russia. In terms of harassment of religious groups, Russia declined from 7.7 to 9.4, on limits of religious activity 4.5 to 7.9, interreligious tension and violence 5.6 to 6.7, individual/social group harassment 3.3 to 5.8, religious violence by organized groups 3.1 to 3.6, and hostilities related to religious norms 3.0 to 8.0 (Pew 2019). These ratings have almost certainly held steady or worsened from 2017 to the present day. 

It is noteworthy, and somewhat unexpected, that Russia is one of the last in the region to abandon a western-inspired institutional blueprint for the religious sphere. Of the twelve non-EU former Soviet republics, Ukraine is now the sole nation that allows foreign ecclesiastical missionaries to operate more or less unfettered. A type of counter-reformation against the liberal design for the religious sphere of the 1990s has taken root. And yet, apart from the obligatory section in an annual report, there is nothing but deafening silence from Capitol Hill or Brussels on the region’s oppressive operating environment for most churches. The Trump Administration, particularly former Vice President Mike Pence, made religious freedom a frequent talking point. But his rhetoric was almost exclusively directed at the domestic cultural wars in the United States. His primary aim was to allay the fears of Christians with regard to liberal attacks on freedom of operations and rights to exclusivity. Attention to foreign government restrictions, such as Russia’s 2016 about-face on religious diversity or Chinese oppression of religious monitories was infrequent and weak compared to the 1980s and 1990s. While President Biden is likely enacting the greatest broad-spectrum policy reversal of a presidential predecessor in the history of the United States, there is much to suggest that on the specific policy of shining light on foreign religious repression, inattention may continue. For one thing, his party in 2019 praised “religiously unaffiliated” Americans as the “largest religious group within the party” (DNC 2019)—a declaration that hardly bodes well for a vigorous defense of persecuted religious minorities across the globe.

The media, and even academia to some extent, have also largely ignored the disturbing developments. The disinterest may stem from a sense of the inevitability that religious freedoms would eventually go the way of all other civil institutions in Russia. The issue may also be deemed too trivial when viewed against the avalanche of bad news coming from Russia following the annexation of Crimea in 2014 through to the interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential elections to present-day military bluster. Alternatively, the omission could be due to secularization trends in Western society, and particularly the post-modernist interpretations in media and academia that creates a disdain for expending effort supporting antiquated church structures. 

Whatever the reasons, the destruction of another pillar of a free society in Russia is no trifling matter, if for no other reason than it makes any eventual reversal of authoritarianism in Russia all the more improbable. Western policy makers that think the present threat from Russia is momentary, Putin-centric, or easily reversable, should understand that when the roots of totalitarianism run deep into the soil of social institutions—altering the very design of those structures—they become hard to uproot. Institutional design ossifies to a point that a simple change in leadership fails to course correct. Structure begins to trump agency. This is all the more disconcerting as religious freedoms are not simply another civil society domino to fall. Religion is so integral to Russian society—ingrained in politics, education, and national identity—that a steep descent into a despotic institutional design carries ramification beyond the immediate or the apparent. 

So why the shift in policy in 2016 after so many years of allowing, even if begrudgingly, religious freedoms and pluralism? The factors are myriad, and undoubtedly explained, in part, by inclinations and proclivities of Putin and the culture that surrounds him. But three major converging factors seem to have explanatory value. 

First is Putin’s rejection of Western norms. For all intent and purposes, the charade ended after Crimea. The Kremlin no longer sees value in giving deference to Western values in aggregate, and to progressive notions of religious freedoms, in particular. In the current climate, the definition of religious liberties espoused by the U.S. Congress has become less than irrelevant in the corridors of the Kremlin. In fact, it is a standard to openly deride. In the 1990s, Yeltsin may have been genuinely open to a vibrant and free civil society, but conditions for Western aid certainly helped the cause. Backsliding across the civil society spectrum began almost from day one with Vladimir Putin as Western condition-based cooperation gradually receded. Even so, the Kremlin continued to pay lip service to individual freedoms and maintained the pretense of democracy. No matter how disingenuous, Russia saw value in portraying to foreign audiences a religiously tolerant and pluralistic society. Deterioration in relations post Crimea altered drastically Kremlin’s decision calculus. The timing of the 2016 restrictive measures following the Ukraine crisis and subsequent Western sanctions is surely not coincidental. There were, and continue to be, essentially no external restraints placed on the Kremlin, particularly as it relates to decision-making on regulating the religious sphere.

Second is the encouragement of the Russian Orthodox Church. The state may have lost its inhibition, but it still needed nudging. Harassing Latter-day Saint missionaries or blocking Pentecostal education were likely never a high priority for Putin’s inner circle, even after Crimea. Senior Kremlin officials were not waiting with bated breath for a dip in relations with the West to justify abuse of Baptist congregations. They were encouraged in that direction from many quarters, but primarily from the leadership of the Russian Orthodox Church. The church objected to the flood of foreign religious entities streaming into Russia post 1991 and pleaded with the state for action. In 1992, the patriarch called them zealots who were uprooting people from their millennial Orthodox traditions (Volf 1996, 26), while an Orthodox-nationalist politician labelled them as "filth and scum" (Ogden 1996). Notwithstanding this rhetoric, for most of the post-Soviet period the patriarchate did not have enough to offer the Kremlin to convince authorities to take action against undesirable religious entities. 

Third is the advent of Russia’s whole-of-society approach to modern warfare and the church’s relatively seamless integration into that effort. Church-state cooperation or ‘symphonia’ in Russia is a matter of historical record dating back to tsarist times. The level of cooperation ebbed and flowed over the centuries, and was at all times unequal in favor of the state. That dynamic continued under Yeltsin and Putin who were all too happy to take advantage of church symbols for political gain. In return for this cloak of Orthodox legitimacy, the church received political access, property, and tax privileges. Yet, it was not until the war in Ukraine and subsequent events that interaction moved to unprecedented levels. The key new ingredient was Moscow’s renewed interests in employing a range of non-traditional entities in statecraft. The state finally needed the church in a more meaningful way as one of many social levers of influence in its multi-domain (political, economic, military, information, social) effort to affect change at home, in the Near Abroad, and globally. It was no longer enough to offer notional backing for the state; the church was called on to be fully assimilated into the system for the sake of regime and national interests. As a more active participant, the patriarchate finally had leverage to demand more significant returns. 

These three factors have converged to the detriment of religious pluralism in Russia today. The first proposition of Putin’s rejection of Western norms is so self-evident it needs no elaboration here. President Putin said as much in a June 2019 interview with the Financial Times when he declared western liberalism obsolete (Barber 2019). Volumes exist delineating Russia’s wholesale rejection of Western norms. The second two phenomena require a little more explanation and scholarship. The Russian Orthodox Church’s role in shaping the institutional design of the religious sphere is too often overlooked in the discourse on religious rights in Russia. This omission is particularly egregious in light of post-Crimea church-state collusion and the far-reaching consequences of the Yarovaya law. This book endeavors to fill that void by contextualizing the role of the Russian Orthodox Church in the demise of Religious Pluralism. It does this by first examining the history and motivation behind Factor Two (church opposition to religious pluralism) and then elaborating how Factor Three (church assimilation into Kremlin’s whole-of-government approach) occasioned the Yarovaya law and its calamitous impact on present-day religious freedoms. The patriarchate is no mere bystander in institutional formation of religious life; nor is it any longer just an occasional participant in domestic and foreign influence schemes by the Kremlin. Church posture and the factors affecting clergy decision-making is, therefore, highly germane to any discussion on religious freedoms in Russia today and on regime efforts to attract, influence, or coerce target audiences. 

Post-Soviet Upheaval 

Regrettably, the retreat of religious tolerance in Russia after 2016 mirrors a wider global tendency toward government-imposed restrictions. The Pew Research Center found that nations with high/very high restrictions rose from 40 in 2007 to 52 in 2017. Eight of the 15 post-Soviet nations were among the 52 (Pew 2019). One reason for the latter trend was the similar path many ex-Soviet republics travelled after the fall of the Soviet Union. It’s hard to overstate the upheaval following Mikhail Gorbachev’s 25 December 1991 resignation. Almost overnight, businesses, institutions, politicians, and the general public found the circumstances in which they operated altered dramatically from one of censorship, restriction, repression, and indoctrination to one of uncertainty, yet lined with promises of democracy, liberalization, and prosperity. Both optimistic and pessimistic predictions for the future of the region were expressed, yet most were in agreement that in order to reap the rewards of democracy and capitalism, the Soviet institutions—from industry to the political party system—had to be significantly transformed. State-owned corporations had to be privatized, restructured and made competitive; laws and constitutions required rewriting so as to grant long-deprived freedoms to the public. Electoral systems needed to be reworked to provide for democracy, and independence had to be granted to judiciaries. Three decades after the collapse of communism, the success of such institutional change and follow-on economic prosperity and democratic vitality has been piecemeal at best across the post-Soviet space. 

As a concomitant to post-communist democratization, the institutional arrangements within the religious environment were also predicted to benefit greatly and transform considerably after the fall of communism. The central tenet of Marxist-Leninism, that religion was an obstacle to progress and needed to be eradicated from society, was vigorously implemented through Soviet religious policy. Alexander Solzhenitsyn wrote, "Within the philosophical system of Marx and Lenin, and at the heart of their psychology, hatred of God is the principal driving force, more fundamental than their political and economic pretensions" (1983). The sudden cessation of seventy years of atheistic propaganda, anti-religious campaigns, and church oppression was expected to usher in an era of religious freedom and religious pluralism comparable to that of the West. And to be fair, weighed against other promises made and institutional liberalization forecasted in the immediate demise of the USSR, the expansion of religious freedoms both on the individual and organizational level appeared, at first glance, to be an unqualified success. In the early 1990s, foreign missionaries began pouring into most nations; churches and monasteries were re-opened and new ones built; religious literature became abundant; spiritual symbols were commonplace; and both old and new religious organizations were generally tolerated by authorities. This movement towards religious liberalization and what Francoise Champion defined as “pluralism-emancipation” (1999, 42) was codified in new constitutions throughout the former Soviet Union. Although progress varied from nation to nation, trends in the region suggested that genuine liberal-democratic religious freedoms were beginning to take root. 

The events of recent years have exposed such a promising appraisal as naive. Across the region, the initial acceptance of a religious free market that loosely characterized the early 1990s has been questioned, and in the case of Russia, abruptly reversed. Movement toward curtailing or even reversing the development of a religiously liberated society commenced in the middle of the 1990s. The anti-pluralistic push was led by many traditional dominant churches, the Russian Orthodox Church included, which were never entirely onboard with such a laissez-faire institutional design. Concerns over social stability, unbalanced competition, and the deterioration of national identity were used as justification for regulatory restrictions on religious activity (Anderson 2003,1). Toward the end of the decade, legislatures began distinguishing between tolerated and disagreeable religious bodies, endeavored to place restrictions on certain churches, and promoted one religion at the expense of others. In addition to the controversial Russian religious law of 1997, some country-specific examples of this trend include the 2002 restrictive legislation in Belarus and Bulgaria, and the 2005 national security amendments in Kazakhstan. 

Even so, most countries did not experience as severe a repudiation of a liberal design for religious life as was seen in Russia in 2016. The suddenness was partly owing to religious pluralism surviving for so long as a type of anachronism in an increasingly insular, nationalist, and intolerant society. The 1997 law and even Putin’s ascension did not present a serious threat to religious pluralism (See Rousselet 2000, Anderson 2002, March and Mark 2004). Irina Papkova noted in 2011 that following the 1997 Law of Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organization, “the ROC leadership failed to translate any of its substantive political preferences into actual federal policy” (2011, 93). From 2011 to 2016, the Russian Orthodox Church achieved tangible progress in the restoration of property, introduction of military chaplains, integrating Orthodox culture courses into public schools, and reincorporation of splinter groups. Furthermore, seemingly innocuous legislative acts on land use (2001), NGOs (2006), terrorism (2006), foreign finance (2012) and education (2012) made for unequal treatment and cumbersome regulations for non-traditional churches (Clay 1997, 198). But on the issue of restricting religious pluralism, Papkova’s characterization remained valid until the Yarovaya measures in 2016. The number of protestant church organizations doubled from 1996 to 2014, despite such pre-Yarovaya legislations (ibid., 199). State favoritism for Orthodoxy drastically increased, but pluralism and religious liberties survived until the advent of the Yarovaya law—named after its chief proponent and Deputy Chairman of the State Duma, Irina Yarovaya. 

The post-Soviet histories of former Soviet republics illustrate that societies do not automatically default to a religious system that is pluralistic and liberal once an authoritarian and atheistic regime is removed. Rather, religious democracy is a product of a lengthy process of constructing democratic institutions and a civil society supportive of a free-hand religious market. A successful transition involves “the replacement of one set of authoritarian institutions with another set of democratic institutions” (McFaul 1999, 105). Some societies fared well in transitioning from a closed and authoritarian religious design, as many post-communist Central European nations typify. Others, most notably Russia, failed. While the explanation for the variance is undoubtedly multifaceted, the role of non-governmental actors on institutional design is undoubtedly significant. Examining that role can assist in understanding the de-democratization trend occurring, not just in Russia, but in many post-Soviet religious markets. 

The Church as a Principal Actor in Institutional Design

It comes as no surprise that in nations with a well-established dominant religion, the clergy of such organizations has far-reaching influence over religious marketplace structure. Anthony Gill astutely notes that “variations in religious liberty can best be explained by examining the political opportunity costs of the principal actors involved in defining church-state relations, that is, political and religious leaders” (2005, 2). This is certainly the case in Russia. With three-fourths of Russians claiming an affiliation with Russian Orthodoxy, the Moscow Patriarchate qualifies as a principal actor. Indeed, the historical linkage between Orthodoxy and nationalism, and the church’s significance in the cultural fiber of society has allowed its voice to resonate loudly in the debate over the regulatory framework for religious activity. 

The views and machinations of traditional dominant churches are significant factors that have influenced the present-day retreat of religious tolerance in the region. The religious institutional designs in a particular country appear to be heavily dependent on the views of senior clergy from the largest church in the respective nation. Indeed, the retreat of religious freedoms within many nations of the region has corresponded with a more activist and interventionist stance by traditional churches. Many of the historically dominant churches, which previously operated in the Soviet Union have, to varying degrees, promoted and supported restrictions on religious freedoms. Fearful of evangelical poaching of their constituents, many of these churches have resorted to various negative means, including using the media to condemn the proliferation of 'totalitarian cults'. They have relied upon arguments ranging from the necessity of social stability in uncertain times to nationalistic solidarity against encroaching Westernization. The degree to which their pleas and petitions have been embraced depends upon the myriad international and domestic pressures bearing down on the government. However, the roll back of religious freedoms in the region is undoubtedly influenced, in part, by the encouragement of some of these churches.

The posture of dominant churches towards a plural-religious society is typically addressed in academia as an appendage to the overall study of religious affairs. The cursory treatment of dominant churches often frames them within the ‘Clashes of Civilization’ debate where the churches’ motives are described purely in terms of resisting western modernity and defending ethnic identity. Quite frequently, Eastern Orthodoxy appears in such generalizations as inherently totalitarian. Yet this broad-brush approach misses the intricacies of church hierarchical decision-making on religious liberties. This is particularly true in Russia where research for this book exposes internal church division that, among other things, likely explains the delay in repressing religious freedoms until 2016. Friction between conservative and moderate elements likely hindered consensus on pursuing anti-democratic measures. Such nuances are prerequisites to understanding why some traditionally dominant churches have focused on promoting religious protectionism while others are more religiously tolerant. By religious protectionism, I imply a church’s attempt to use all means at its disposal, both political and social, to influence the state in limiting the religious activities of other organizations. By so doing, church leaders seek protection from the competitive forces of the market. They seek government interference in the religious economy in order to gain an advantageous environment in which to operate. 

Not all traditional churches in the region, however, have shown such hostility to democratic institutions or enmity towards non-traditional religious groups. Several traditional churches have shown a progressive attitude toward religious institutional design and the establishment of a multi-religious society. Even among Orthodox national churches in the region, discernible variations in attitude and agenda on religious diversity exist. Though not widely acknowledged, the Russian Orthodox Church has historically contained diverse ideological views. The church has only relatively recently succumbed to its more illiberal urges. This book builds a conceptual model of church hierarchical behavior to not only explain Russian Orthodox decision-making on religious pluralism, but also why other churches have pursued courses that have impeded the liberal religious design that many had hoped the events of 1991 would guarantee. 

To properly grasp the Russian Orthodox Church’s role in the demise of religious pluralism in Russia, it is essential to first recognize that religious bodies formulate agendas that affect the institutional design process. Factors influencing those agendas need to be isolated and scrutinized in order to understand motive and predict future action. Considering the plethora of factors in play, the process of contextualizing the church’s role in institution building is no easy task. For one thing, such contextualization certainly cannot be accomplished in a vacuum or be the prisoner of a particular moment in time. The decisions of ecclesiastical institutions are undoubtedly influenced by past and present experiences. For bodies that endured Soviet religious policies, such as the Orthodox Synod and Moscow Patriarchate, the 70-year Soviet captivity holds great sway. But so too do the market disruption of the post-Soviet era. The constraints and opportunities of these past and present contexts are germane to this scholarly inquiry. In her methodologically insightful work on institutional change in post-Soviet Central Asia, Pauline Jones Luong stresses the necessity of utilizing both historical and immediate factors in understanding institutional formation: 

 

“The underlying sources of institutional continuity and change can be found in the structural-historical context and the immediate strategic (or transitional) context, respectively. While the former generates the political identities through which established elites transfer legacies from the past onto new institutions, the latter provides the exogenous shock that can sever elites long-standing attachments to these political identities. The key to predicating the extent of institutional change versus continuity, then, is the perceived effect of this shock on pre-existing power relations” (Luong 2002, 254). 

 

Luong’s advice is certainly sound for the examination of any post-Soviet institution. One must look at both the Soviet legacy and the post-Soviet exogenous shocks to properly account for change or continuity in institutional design. For the present endeavor, both contexts have to be accounted for to properly contextualize Russian Orthodox support for the 2016 measures. The present work builds upon the Luong’s methodological scaffolding by employing a slightly modified version of her framework to explain the path that led the Russian Orthodox Church to support the Yarovaya law. My research has been sub-divided into two spheres: (1) the conceptualization of the Soviet experiences that produces Soviet residues on present-day behavior; and (2) the contextualization of church activities within the changing dynamics of the post-Soviet marketplace. 

The Long Shadow of Sovietism and Free Market Hazards

The two research orientations are essential to accurately understand outcome of design in any post-Soviet institutions. For instance, to properly grasp the behavior of former state-owned industries, both past and present factors need to be considered. One would need to examine structural business inefficiencies, such as poor consumer service, supply-chain weakness, and resource waste in production, that were inherited from the previous command economy. But of equal significance would be the constraints facing industries in the post-Soviet marketplace. These would include but not be limited to new regulations, the emergence of specialized competitors, and consumer demand shifts. Indeed, in the 1990s, abundant scholarship utilized both contexts to better understand industry transition from Soviet to post-Soviet economic systems. Scholars of such works intuitively understood that to properly appreciate institutional behavior, motives, and procedures, it is imperative to look at both institutional origin and change in a historical and transitional context. 

The churches of the former Soviet Union are no exception to this rule. The process by which some historically dominant churches in the region have sought privileges and recognition over other religious groups is highly reminiscent of Soviet-type bargaining. Apart from political positioning on the part of the churches, other manifestations of continuity suggest the durability of Soviet legacy on church behavior. Yet, the behavior and successes of institutions endeavoring to survive in a post-communist environment are not simply determined by Soviet-era encounters or the degree of Sovietization experienced, but also by the changing contours of post-Soviet market features. Those features—which in the 1990s were largely characterized by a liberal, vibrant, and hyper-competitive market—were unlike anything many of these churches had faced in their histories. It is not hyperbolic to posit that churches, and particularly the Russian Orthodox Church, had more historical points of reference for Soviet-era institutional arrangements than they did for post-Soviet circumstances. After all, as Sabrina Ramet notes, "The Russian Orthodox Church, which from 1721 to 1917 had been the handmaid of the tsars, had proven capable of adapting to the service of atheist, even atheizing, masters" (1998, 22). The 1990s’ marketplace was a larger departure from the norm than was the Soviet era. 

Academia as a whole has taken for granted the way the Soviet experience changed churches—both in the operational terms of delivering a credible, competitive religious commodity to the citizenry, and in terms of altering the world view and political culture of persecuted churches. The Soviet experience was so all-encompassing and defining for persecuted churches, that its impact on present-day decision-making, particularly as it relates to religious pluralism, cannot be ignored. At the same time, the period after 1991, when churches endured the ‘shock therapy’ of an explosion of religious groups after 70 years of inactivity, presented its own set of challenges. The reason both contexts are so highly relevant is because institutions and entities appraise the degree and direction of changes in their relative power against the backdrop of both the structural-historical context (communist-era setting) and the immediate-strategic context (post-Soviet circumstances) (Luong 2002, 254). And only after such an assessment, they “develop strategies of action based on what they expect their influence over the outcome to be vis-à-vis other actors” (ibid., 14). A church’s posture on issues of religious pluralism is one such strategy developed in this past-present, relative power decision space. 

Against the backdrop of this historical-contemporary framework, research over several years has revealed a step-wise correlation between the level of subservience by traditional churches to the Soviet regime and the degree to which churches seek a restricted religious playing field in the post-Soviet era. Put more practically, those churches, the Russian Orthodox Church paramount among them, that cooperated extensively with Soviet authorities are those same churches that are most vocal in advocating restrictions on the religious activity of non-traditional churches. On the other hand, traditional churches which resisted Soviet encroachment have shown less interest in inhibiting religious activity. The central component of this hypothesis is that church hierarchies perceive shifts in their relative power differently according to the nature of their Soviet and post-Soviet experiences. The behavior of these churches’ leaders, and specifically of their market strategy, is based on and vary according to these perceptions. Therefore, both the Soviet institutional legacy and transitional dynamics determine present-day church agenda. Put another way, a church’s tendency toward protectionism is shaped by their wish to “acquire or retain as much power as possible given their perceptions of how present changing circumstances are affecting their previous ability to influence the distribution of goods and/or benefits” (ibid., 3).

This distributional and rationalist approach to religious supply-side behavior relies upon modelling which is highly sequential. It begins with a church’s course of either compromising with or resisting Soviet encroachment and continues with the reinforcing mechanisms produced by that decision, which in turn both shape constraints and limit future opportunities. For instance, a church that compromised heavily with the state, experienced an intense Sovietization and politicization of its leadership, organizational paralysis and, after 1991, a legitimacy crisis. These consequences of compromise have, in the more free-market environment of the post-Soviet era, acted as fetters on the organization’s ability to compete. After the fall of communism, these non-competitive churches found themselves in a vibrant religious marketplace without historical precedent. The market was characterized by intense demand-side mobility, fierce proselytization, supply-side specialization, and increased consumer preference. These features and institutional arrangements in the transition were as foreign as they were damaging to non-competitive traditional churches. Hierarchs perceived their relative influence to be waning. As a rational response to these and other constraints confronted during the transition, leaders of monopolistic-style, former Soviet co-opted churches, turned to old tendencies of political bargaining to promote religious protectionism against groups referred to as “agents of imperialism and as the destroyers of national unity” (Rousselet 2000, 66). Attempts at regulatory restrictions were not only intended to check the spread of Western evangelical groups, but also, centered on centuries-old competitors. However, where Sovietization and political compromise did not occur, transitional constraints on a church’s competitiveness were less pervasive and opposition to religious pluralism less prevalent. The primary hypothesis, therefore, argues that the extent to which a church seeks protection from religious competitors corresponds with the degree to which church leaders conformed to Soviet political culture.

The theoretical and methodological underpinnings of this book are greatly influenced by Pauline Jones Luong’s excellent work in 2003 in which she examined the institutional developments of electoral systems in three Central Asian nations. In adapting Luong’s approach to post-Soviet churches, I also confirm and build upon the work of Sabrina Ramet. She contrasted Bulgaria's post-Stalinist Orthodox Church and the Polish Catholic Church and she asserts that "patterns set under one system may carry over or exert influence into the next" (1998, 307). She examines the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, which was a "Stalinist church that had lost all decision-making autonomy and had been reduced to a mere agency of the state" (ibid., 307). As a result, upon independence the church found "its credibility and strength steadily ebbed, leaving the church divided, vulnerable, fearful of proselytization by foreign-based missionaries, and forced to the defensive" (ibid.). The Polish Catholic Church, on the other hand, with its history of anti-communist resistance entered the transitional era "with enormous credibility, an aura of legitimacy, a united hierarchy, and an offensive posture" (ibid.). Polish Catholicism became a "symbol of a solid nation against an atheistic communist regime" (Osa 1997, 339). The two divergent post-Soviet paths were largely determined by the Cold War-era choices of the Bulgarian and Polish churches. 

The same pattern is found in the churches of the former Soviet Union and serves as an explanatory backstory to the Yarovaya law and other restrictive measures. For example, the path of the Belarusian Orthodox Church is not so dissimilar from that travelled by the Bulgarian Orthodox Church. The Belarusian church’s collaboration with Soviet authorities resulted in a plethora of post-Soviet constraints that would make operating in a free-market difficult. Such churches have been called Sergianist—a term referring to churches that compromised heavily with the Soviet state and is derived from an early Soviet-era Russian Orthodox patriarch, whose policies brought the church into close collaboration with the state. In general, such religious entities were not well suited for circumstances that greeted them after independence; and, as a result, many turned to a policy of religious protectionism. By contrast, the Lithuanian Catholic Church path parallels that walked by the Polish Catholic Church and resulted in both being less inclined towards using the political arena to advocate restrictions on other religious organizations. Remarkably, the diversity of experience and outcome in the region among churches on religious pluralism does not hold to a Catholic-Orthodox confessional variable, but to the pivot point of the Soviet-era choice between submission or resistance. 

 

Methodological Considerations 

 

To make sense of the many disparate factors at play on church decision-making, this book uses a mixed theoretical approach that combines insights from both rational choice theory and historical institutionalism. This is done to account for the institutional and political legacies of the Russian Orthodox Church inherited from the Soviet Union as well as the shifting features of the present-day religious environment, including the constraints and opportunities that occurred following the demise of communism. I will roughly follow Luong's process-tracing approach in explaining institutional design in transitional states by combining the structural and agency-based approaches. Although she used her approach to explain variations in electoral systems in Central Asia, I adapt it to account for variations in religious tolerance in the former Soviet republics. 

Luong’s belief that rational choice and historical institutionalism individually are inadequate to explain such a complex situation, and that an intermixture of the two is required, applies equally to the subject at hand. These contexts are not independent of each other and are in fact, highly interactive. The structural-historical context sets up the original parameters within which strategy formulation occurs. However, those parameters are not rigid. Luong asserts that "rather, the immediate-strategic context indicates the degree to and direction in which these initial parameters shift or change, as well as which indicators are more relevant for determining the nature and extent of these changes, throughout the institutional design process" (2002, 14). 

Soviet Institutionalism

 

The overriding tenant of historical institutionalism is that constraints on an institution's behavior "characteristically have historical roots, as artefactual residuals of past actions and choices" (Goodin 1996, 20). This analysis rests upon a path-dependent model where organizational development is punctuated by critical events or junctures that shape the basic contours of future behavior (Pierson 2000, 251). Applying this logic to the communist-era policy choices of churches, we would expect to see legacy constraints "restrict[ing] subsequent evolution so that a kind of path-dependency influences" (Bulmer, 1997) church policies to this day. Manifestations of structural constraints inherited from Soviet rule include:

 

(1) The transformation of church elites’ points of reference from the public to the political sphere as a result of Soviet religious policy reorienting churches’ modes of operation, and elites’ perception of power and organizational success (politicization).

 

(2) The internalization by church elites of the system’s authoritarian political culture as a result of decades of close association with communist authorities (Soviet political culture). 

 

(3) The deterioration of the means of producing and distributing high value religious services, which made churches resemble inefficient state-owned monopolies in the 1990s (non-competitive administrative structure).

 

(4) The reduction of church image and integrity as perceived by the population owing to the church’s pernicious collaboration with the atheistic regime (credibility gap). 

 

The path-dependent implication here is that the critical juncture event and the concomitant four constraints just listed place these churches on a particular trajectory. Extensive interviewing, surveying, and analysis of available data and trends suggest that the Russian Orthodox Church and other religious institutions, heavily influenced by their association with the Soviet state, are embedded within a similar historical and post-Soviet context that structures their actions and leads them to oppose religious pluralism. The legacies of Sovietism act as reinforcing mechanisms that influence churches even in the absence of the repressive regime that instilled them. Church leaders, rather than abandoning the traits learned or forced upon them by communism, have instead shown an alarming degree of continuity with the Soviet past. The next chapter will expose church aversion to religious pluralism and competition as partly the result of "shared institutional and policy legacy from Soviet rule" (Luong 2002, 36). 

Rational Church Theory

 

Insights from rational choice theory will assist in revealing the other piece of the puzzle, namely the features of the transitional period or the immediate-strategic context that also shapes outcome. Modelling ecclesiastic behavior against the principles of rationality and utility maximization is a unique and promising framework for the study of religion (see Iannaccone 1997). In particular, the rational choice approach helps to understand the influence of market dynamics by providing insights on religious monopolies, the economic approach to market structure, macro-organizational behavior, and individual-level affiliation patterns. Recent work on applying this approach to religious behavior has yielded much and serves as a useful tool in unravelling individual decision-making in the context of post-Soviet constraints and opportunities. The calculated political choices of churches and the distinctive developments of the religious sphere since 1991 conform remarkably to assumptions generated by proponents of the approach. Many of these churches view the religious environment similarly to how secular leaders view politics, as zero-sum power relations. As such, these churches can reasonably be "thought of as religious firms competing for adherents in a structured marketplace" (Finke 1997, 46). A top priority of traditionally dominant churches is to maximize their own religious influence in society. This idea conforms to a central tenet of rational choice theory that religious producers are always viewed as optimizers who “maximizing members, net resources, government support, or some other basic determinant of institutional success” (Iannacconne 1997, 27).

The approach has generated many valuable insights on the religious behavior of both parishioners and clergy. In chapter 3, I will employ these and other assumptions to construct a theoretical scaffolding to explain church actions on religious freedoms as rational responses to the constraints and opportunities found in the religious marketplace. Assumptions springing from my research include that religious conflict and tension will increase in a society where the dominant church perceives a decrease in its relative power; formerly co-opted churches feel more threatened by the activities of foreign groups than churches that have long maintained independence from the state; market growth will be concentrated among new entrants and highly specialized religious groups; and religious mobility is disproportionately higher among sophisticated believers than among the general population. These assumptions and others developed by sociologists applying the theory to religious activity in other parts of the world, will be channeled to explain the decision calculus of churches operating in the post-Soviet space. 

Elite Power Perception

 

Decision calculus is bound heavily by an individual or institutional perception of power change. Because religious leaders are committed to either maintaining or enhancing their organization’s influence, perceived shifts in relative power motivate church hierarchies to take up reactionary strategies (Luong 2002, 7). The Soviet past serves as a basis for these churches' "institutional preferences and assessments of relative power" (ibid., 50). The leaders' perception of shifts in their relative power and their willingness to take up reactionary strategies are shaped by the interaction between the structural-historical and immediate-strategic contexts. Such an interaction causes some churches, that worked closely with the Soviet apparatus, to perceive a loss in their 'religious power' relative to other groups, and this then motivates them to adopt an anti-pluralistic agenda and advance it in the political arena. Where a church's perception of its power is stable or increasing, relative to other churches, they are less likely to adopt a confrontational posture. Thus both "perceptions and strategies are the product of the interaction between the structural-historical and transitional contexts" (ibid., 34). 

The hierarchical structure of these organizations, as well as the character of church-state interaction in the region, makes religious elites, not the laity or parish-level clergy, the prime actors in formulating, bargaining, and implementing church policies, which impact institutional design. The commonality of experience under communism and the similar nature of the transitional religious free market experience, enables an examination in both a cross-regional and rational choice context. Indeed, the shared Soviet and post-Soviet experiences across traditional dominant churches of the region allows for testing this theoretical approach. Although the subject of inquiry is the Russian Orthodox Church, there is value in expanding the scope to ensure the accuracy of the methodological scaffolding and the hypotheses. The path-dependent model will be applied against the experience of two test case churches: the Lithuanian Catholic Church, with arguably the most tolerant record on religious diversity among former USSR republics; and the Georgian Orthodox Church, with perhaps the most restrictive viewpoint on religious freedom and tolerance of minority religious organizations. These two churches, along with the Russian Orthodox Church, share a history of repression and paralysis under the Soviet regime and each experienced profoundly the consequences of the fall of that system. They represent the culturally dominant, traditional religion in their respective country and have been inseparably connected to the history and identity of their nation for centuries. 

The range of experience between the three churches best demonstrates the correlation between the degree to which the cause occurred (in this case subservience under communism) and the degree to which the effect occurred (in this case the prevalence of an anti-pluralistic agenda). The similarities of the Orthodox churches, including a close ethno-religious identity in society, a history of interdependence with the state, nearly identical theology, and a similar pre-Soviet history will assist in holding exogenous factors constant. Yet the slight differences in the independent variable and corresponding influence on the dependent variables among the two churches will assist in identifying explanatory factors. 
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