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Religion and Politics in Russia: A Reader's Guide
Understanding the intricate relationship between religion and politics in Russia requires navigating a

complex historical tapestry woven with threads of faith, power, and national identity. This guide aims to
provide a reader-friendly overview of this multifaceted dynamic, exploring the key roles played by the
Russian Orthodox Church and other religious groups within the political landscape. We'll examine the
influence of religious beliefs on political decision-making, the government's policies towards religious

organizations, and the evolving relationship between religious freedom and state control. This analysis will
consider the concepts of Orthodox Christianity in Russia, religious freedom in Russia, Putin's

Russia and religion, and the impact of secularism vs. religiosity in Russia.

The Historical Context: From Tsarist Rule to the Soviet Era and
Beyond

The history of Russia is deeply intertwined with the Russian Orthodox Church. For centuries, the Church
served as a pillar of the Tsarist autocracy, lending its authority to the ruling regime and reinforcing its

legitimacy. The close ties between the Church and the state fostered a strong sense of national identity
rooted in Orthodox Christianity. This symbiotic relationship, however, was abruptly shattered by the

Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. The Soviet regime, committed to a staunchly atheist ideology, launched a
brutal campaign of persecution against the Church and all religious institutions. Churches were destroyed,

religious leaders were executed or exiled, and religious practice was severely suppressed. This period
witnessed a significant decline in religious observance, with many people turning away from faith in the face

of state repression.

However, the complete eradication of religion proved impossible. Despite intense pressure, faith persisted,



Religion And Politics In Russia A Reader

Religion And Politics In Russia A Reader
2

albeit often in clandestine forms. This underground religious life fostered a resilient spiritual culture, laying
the groundwork for the resurgence of religious practice after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The fall of

communism in 1991 ushered in a new era marked by a rapid revival of religion, with the Russian Orthodox
Church reclaiming its prominent position in society. This resurgence, however, didn’t come without its

complexities, fostering a new and still-evolving relationship between the state and religious institutions.

The Resurgence of the Russian Orthodox Church and its
Influence

The post-Soviet era witnessed a dramatic rise in the influence of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC). The
Church benefited from its symbolic role in the restoration of national identity and its alignment with the
government's efforts to consolidate power. The ROC regained many of its lost properties and played an

increasingly significant role in education, social services, and even foreign policy. This renewed influence
has raised questions about the separation of church and state, a concept not deeply rooted in Russian

tradition. The relationship is characterized by a complex interplay of mutual support and subtle tensions.
While the state provides significant support to the ROC, it also maintains a degree of control over the

Church's activities. This creates a delicate balance, one constantly negotiated within the political sphere.

Religious Freedom in Russia: A Complex Reality
While the Russian Constitution guarantees freedom of religion, the practical application of this right is often

complex and nuanced. While the ROC enjoys preferential treatment, other religious communities,
particularly those considered "non-traditional," often face restrictions and discrimination. This disparity

highlights the ongoing tension between the state's desire to promote a particular vision of national identity
rooted in Orthodox Christianity, and the constitutional principle of religious freedom. The government’s

policies towards religious minorities often reflect a strategic calculation, weighing the importance of
maintaining social stability against the need to respect diverse religious beliefs. The issue of religious

freedom in Russia remains a subject of ongoing debate and activism, with organizations working to defend
the rights of minority religious groups.



Religion And Politics In Russia A Reader

Religion And Politics In Russia A Reader
3

Putin's Russia and the Role of Religion in Consolidating Power
The presidency of Vladimir Putin has been marked by a strategic use of religion to strengthen political

legitimacy and foster national unity. Putin's government has cultivated close ties with the ROC, presenting it
as a cornerstone of Russian identity and traditional values. This alliance has been instrumental in mobilizing

social support for the regime and promoting a conservative social agenda. The emphasis on Orthodox
Christianity as a core element of Russian national identity has, however, led to concerns regarding the

marginalization of religious minorities and the potential erosion of secular values. The concept of Putin's
Russia and religion highlights the deep symbiosis between religious and political power. The

government’s active promotion of traditional values, often closely aligned with Orthodox teachings,
underscores the increasing influence of religion on social and political life.

Conclusion: Navigating the Interwoven Threads of Faith and
Power

The relationship between religion and politics in Russia is a constantly evolving dynamic. It's a story of
historical legacies, shifting political landscapes, and the ongoing struggle to balance national identity with
religious freedom. The dominant role of the Russian Orthodox Church, the government's policies toward

religious minorities, and the increasingly complex interplay of faith and power all contribute to a
multifaceted picture. Understanding this intricate relationship requires a careful consideration of history,

political dynamics, and the diverse experiences of Russia's religious communities. It is a story that continues
to unfold, its future shaped by ongoing political and social developments.

FAQ: Religion and Politics in Russia
Q1: What is the official state religion of Russia?

A1: Russia is a secular state, meaning it does not have an official state religion. However, the Russian
Orthodox Church holds a privileged position due to its historical significance and its close relationship with

the government.
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Q2: What are the main religious groups in Russia besides the Russian Orthodox Church?

A2: Significant religious communities in Russia include Islam (primarily in the Caucasus and Volga regions),
Catholicism (mostly in western regions), Judaism, Buddhism (predominantly in Buryatia and Kalmykia), and

various Protestant denominations.

Q3: How does the Russian government regulate religious activity?

A3: The government regulates religious activity through laws that require registration of religious
organizations, restrict religious proselytizing in certain contexts, and control religious education. These

regulations are often applied unevenly, with the Russian Orthodox Church often enjoying greater latitude
than other religious groups.

Q4: What is the impact of religion on Russian foreign policy?

A4: Religion increasingly plays a role in shaping Russia's foreign policy, particularly in its relations with post-
Soviet states and countries with significant Orthodox populations. The government uses religious ties to

enhance political influence and promote Russia's interests abroad.

Q5: How has the resurgence of religion impacted Russian society?

A5: The resurgence of religion has significantly impacted Russian society, leading to increased religious
observance, the re-emergence of religious institutions in various spheres of life (education, social services),

and a growing influence of religious values on social and political norms.

Q6: What challenges does religious freedom face in Russia?

A6: Challenges to religious freedom in Russia include discriminatory policies targeting minority religious
groups, restrictions on religious expression and proselytizing, and the increasing influence of the Russian

Orthodox Church, which sometimes results in the marginalization of other faith traditions.

Q7: Are there any legal protections for religious minorities in Russia?
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A7: While the Russian Constitution guarantees freedom of religion, the practical implementation of this right
often falls short, particularly for religious minorities. Legal protections exist in principle, but enforcement is

inconsistent and often influenced by the political climate.

Q8: How does the media portray religion in Russia?

A8: The portrayal of religion in the Russian media is complex and often reflects the government's
perspective. While the Russian Orthodox Church is frequently portrayed positively, other religious groups
receive less attention or are sometimes depicted negatively. Independent media outlets may offer more

diverse perspectives, but they often operate under restrictions.

Religion and Politics in Russia: A Reader's Guide
The intertwined relationship between belief and administration in Russia presents a captivating example for
scholars of political science . Understanding this interplay requires exploring a varied historical background,
characterized by periods of intense state control and unforeseen displays of faith-based renewal. This guide
intends to illuminate the crucial aspects of this bond, providing readers with the information to more fully

grasp the subtleties involved.

The Tsarist Legacy and Soviet Suppression:

The prior connection between the Russian Orthodox Church and the ruling power is long and multifaceted.
For centuries, the faith experienced a status of privilege , closely connected with the tsar and the ruling elite

. The emperor viewed himself as the defender of the belief, and the faith provided validation for his
governance. However, the 1917 revolution signaled a significant shift. The new socialist state embarked on

a campaign of systematic suppression of faith , designed at creating a atheist society . The Church was
persecuted , its property confiscated , its clergy imprisoned or forced into clandestine activities.

The Perestroika Era and Religious Revival:

The era of Gorbachev's reforms under Gorbachev witnessed a gradual but considerable easing of
governmental influence over faith . This liberalization allowed for a resurgence of faith-based activities ,
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particularly within the Russian Orthodox Church . The faith quickly recovered its position as a important
societal entity, playing an increasingly important function in the lives of citizens of many citizens .

Religion and Politics in Post-Soviet Russia:

The fall of the Soviet regime brought about to a new setting for the interaction between religion and politics
. The Russian Orthodox Faith profited significantly from this change , cultivating strong ties with the

emerging governing structure. This alliance has impacted various aspects of Russian life, including social
welfare.

However, the relationship is not without its difficulties . The emergence of diverse faiths in Russia has
produced a increasingly varied spiritual setting, causing to periodic disagreements and discussions about

religious rights . The function of faith in national life remains a topic of ongoing conversation.

Putin and the Orthodox Church:

The presidency of Putin has been characterized by a reinforcement of official influence over many areas of
Russian society . This trend is also apparent in the connection between the state and the Russian Orthodox

Church . While governmental endorsement for religion is broadly recognized , worries remain about the
potential for state control in internal church matters.

Conclusion:

The complex relationship between religion and politics in Russia is a persistently changing phenomenon.
From the intimate relationship under the monarchs to the repression under the Soviet regime , and the

following renewal and increasingly complicated relationship with the government , the account is extensive
with teachings for those studying the impact of belief in politics . Understanding this history and its present

impact is crucial for any individual seeking to fully comprehend contemporary Russia.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: Is the Russian Orthodox Church the only significant religion in Russia?
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A1: No. While the Russian Orthodox Church holds a dominant status , Russia is shelter to a varied array of
other faiths , including Judaism , other Christian denominations and others.

Q2: What is the level of religious observance in Russia?

A2: Religious observance in Russia is varied . While significant numbers of Russians identify with a particular
religion , the extent of active observance changes considerably .

Q3: How does the Russian government regulate religious activity?

A3: The state regulates religious activity through laws and rules that aim to balance religious rights with
state interests . Registration and adherence with certain stipulations are often necessary for religious

organizations .

Q4: What is the future of the relationship between religion and politics in Russia?

A4: The future of the interplay between religion and governance in Russia is unclear, but it's expected to
remain a significant component in national life . The effect of global happenings and internal societal

changes will inevitably play a vital function in shaping the future of this dynamic relationship .
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