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Religion, State & Society, Vot. 25, No. 3, 1997 

The Politics of Religion in Postcommunist Russia* 

STEPHEN WHITE & IAN McALLISTER 

Russians lost a state and a ruling party in 1991. But more than this, they lost a belief 
system that had defined their entire existence. Whether or not they had internalised 
its values, Marxism-Leninism explained the place that Russians occupied in the 
world in which they lived: their place in their own society, and the place of the USSR 
itself in a wider process of global change. It had been the official ideology for more 
than two generations; and by 1989, when the last Soviet census was conducted, fewer 
than 10 per cent had been born before the October Revolution and fewer still had any 
conscious memory of a different society. I Official theory suggested that, as time went 
on, religious superstitions would die out along with other attitudes and values that 
arose from presocialist socioeconomic formations that were contrary to the 
principles of communist morality.2 Western social scientists, for their part, agreed 
that a regime was likely to have established itself firmly once it had become the 
predominant influence upon the political memory of more than half of its adult popu­
lation, a condition the USSR had satisfied by the 1960s.3 

Nor, it seemed, was this a misplaced confidence. Surveys of working-class life, for 
instance, found that 75 per cent of the heads of families and their wives had attended 
services before the Revolution, but that only 26 per cent did so in 1924; there had 
also been a fall in baptisms.' Comparisons of religious behaviour in the late 1960s 
found that levels of observance had fallen still further, from 80 per cent at the end of 
the 1920s to 50 per cent by the mid-1930s and to 10-20 per cent by the 1960s. And 
those who still considered themselves believers were more likely than ever before to 
have doubts about their faith.5 Those who were still believers in the 1960s and 1970s, 
studies suggested, were disproportionately the old, the less educated and those who 
lived in the countryside, all of them declining in relative numbers.6 By the end of the 
1970s levels of observance had fallen still further, to 8-10 per cent; skilled workers, 
farm staff and the intelligentsia were 'almost entirely free of religious convictions', 
and levels of belief among the population as a whole were falling by about a third in 
each successive ten-year cohort.7 There were certainly variations from year to year, 
researchers found; but the general tendency was clear, and this was the 'elimination 
of religion as a result of socioeconomic and cultural changes' .8 

The evidence, in fact, was much less clear than these trends suggested. For a start, 
it had simply become more difficult to practise, as about two-thirds of the churches 
had been closed (for many Russians, it has been noted, the journey from home to the 
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nearest church took many hours, or even days).9 Believers who were young and 
better educated had every reason to conceal their faith if they had career ambitions of 
any kind. And believers and atheists alike had a remarkably diffuse set of personal 
philosophies. Believers, for a start, had an almost 100 per cent ignorance of the 
Scriptures, and were ready to accept that it was possible to lead a good life without a 
belief in God; many thought religion was positively harmful. At the same time, 
almost half of the atheists who were questioned in a study in the 1960s thought man 
could not live without a belief in some kind of God, and the same proportion was 
unwilling to support a campaign against the remaining influence of religion;IO other 
nonbelievers displayed icons in their homes, marked their graves with crosses, and 
observed church holidays 'out of habit or respect for their elders and relatives'. 11 

The end of communist rule brought about an end to a situation in which believers 
had been restricted in their expression of faith, and sometimes penalised. But there 
had been considerable changes in the public role of religion in the late Soviet years, 
and there were many respects in which church teaching could find common ground 
with Marxism-Leninism, including a commitment to family life, to a strong and 
united Russia, and to peace with other nations and nationalities. The church was 
bound to favour a greater degree of freedom for religious worship; but it was 
ambiguous about liberal democracy, and hostile to Western influence including that 
of other churches. At the same time it was the only institution that commanded 
public confidence; it offered a belief system that was the only coherent alternative to 
Marxism-Leninism; it had publications and property; and its commitment to a par­
ticular leader, or to a particular set of policies, had enormous potential influence in 
the unstable circumstances of early postcommunist rule. 

This paper addresses three aspects of the complex and changing place of religion 
in postcommunist Russia. First, we consider some of the developments that had been 
taking place in the relationship between church and state in the late Soviet period, 
taking account of sources that have recently become available. Second, we consider 
the evidence that is available on the nature and level of religiosity in the early post­
communist years, with particular reference to the Orthodox Church to which the 
great majority of Russian believers were affiliated. And third, we trace the various 
forms of interaction between religiosity and postcommunist politics. We draw upon 
several bodies of evidence in the paper, and particularly upon nationally representa­
tive surveys conducted in 1993 and 1996 in Russia and several other postcommunist 
countries. 12 

Religion in Late Communist Russia 

There were few indications at the outset that the Gorbachev leadership would be one 
under which there would be a limited reconciliation between church and state.13 The 
draft Party Programme of October 1985 gave little indication of a change with its call 
for the elimination of 'religious prejudices' and its condemnation of any attempts to 
'use religion in a way that harms the interests of society and the individual'. 14 

Gorbachev himself, addressing the 27th Party Congress the following February, 
attacked the tendency of 'certain literary, artistic and scholarly writings' to 'depict in 
idyllic tones reactionary nationalist and religious survivals' which were 'contrary to 
our ideology, the socialist way of life and a scientific world outlook'.15 Visiting 
Tashkent in November 1986 he called more directly for a 'decisive and uncompro­
mising struggle with religious phenomena', with particular reference to party 
officials and managers who campaigned for communist values but took part them-
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selves in religious ceremonies. 16 
A different line had already begun to emerge by this time, taking its cue from an 

unsigned article on 'socialism and religion' that appeared in the party's theoretical 
journal Kommunist in March 1988. Ostensibly a consideration of church-state rela­
tions in the first years of Soviet rule, the article went on to call for a much more 
general reassessment of the place of religion in socialist society; it admitted that the 
party authorities had only a 'superficial' understanding of the position of the 
churches, and accepted that they had taken a 'suspicious and hostile' attitude towards 
the humane and loving values of those who made up the church communities. The 
existence of millions of believers, it pointed out, was 'a reality', and everything must 
be done to avoid 'primitivism' in dealing with them. 17 The new line became still 
clearer after a meeting between Gorbachev and the hierarchy in April 1988 on the 
occasion of the millennium of the Orthodox Church, in which the Soviet leader spoke 
of the 'universal norms and customs' that both sides had in common. The millen­
nium, Gorbachev declared, was a 'significant milestone' for all Russians, and he 
spoke of believers and atheists joining together in the 'common great cause of the 
restructuring and renewal of socialism'. 18 The patriarch, for his part, described the 
Party Programme as 'highly humane' and 'close to the Christian ideal' .19 

It was clear that there had been significant changes in the position of believers and 
their churches by the late communist period. Gorbachev, it emerged, had himself 
been baptised; his mother was a regular worshipper. 2o An early gesture of some 
importance was the return of the Danilov monastery in Moscow to the Orthodox 
Church; refurbished, it played a central role in the millennium celebrations a few 
years later. Other property, including the Kremlin cathedrals, had been returned by 
the end of the decade, and thousands of new churches had opened all over the 
country.21 Another first was the meeting between Gorbachev and the pope, which 
took place in December 1989; the following year diplomatic relations were formally 
established between the USSR and the Holy See.22 Religious believers, even priests, 
began to appear in the print and electronic media; the first religious leaders were 
elected to the Soviet parliament in 1989; and a religious presence began to establish 
itself in charitable and educational work. In January 1991, establishing another 
precedent, Orthodox Christmas was celebrated as a public holiday.23 

The last months of communist rule, in 1990 and 1991, extended the liberties of 
believers through a series of more formal measures. The Law on Property, approved 
in 1990, gave the churches full rights of ownership,24 and a Law on Freedom of 
Conscience, adopted later in the year, affirmed the right of believers to practise and 
of parents to give their children a religious upbringing. The churches themselves 
were given the right to take part in public life and to establish their own media 
outlets, although not political parties; and they gained the right to establish their own 
schools and higher educational institutions, and to produce and sell their own litera­
ture. 25 The USSR parliament, in one of its last acts, adopted a 'declaration of the 
rights and freedoms of the individual' which included a guarantee of religious belief 
and practice;26 the Russian parliament, in November 1991, adopted a more specific 
set of 'rights and freedoms of the individual';27 and then in December 1993 the new 
constitution took matters still further, guaranteeing the 'right to profess individually 
or jointly with others any religion or to profess none, to freely choose, hold and 
propagate religious or other beliefs and to act in accordance with them' in an article 
that could not be amended by parliamentary vote. 

Acting within the framework of this legislation, religious groups and believers 
more generally had come to play a central role in Russian public life by the early 
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1990s. The patriarch was the first to speak at the inauguration of the newly elected 
president in July 1991, and Yel'tsin himself made it known that he attended a reli­
gious service 'about once a month';28 both he and the Soviet prime minister, Valentin 
Pavlov, had attended the Easter service in the Epiphany Cathedral earlier in the year, 
among a 'gaggle of senior officials who stood gamely, if somewhat sheepishly, at the 
front of the church, occasionally bowing and fiddling with candles in an attempt to 
show that they were not totally unfamiliar with the Orthodox rites'. 29 There were 
several religious parties, including the Christian Patriotic Union, the Christian Demo­
cratic Union, the People's Orthodox Movement, the Russian Christian Democratic 
Party and the Russian Christian Democratic Movement, all of them founded between 
1988 and 1990.30 The first religious services took place in the Kremlin cathedrals in 
January 1990;31 the first Orthodox grammar schools opened the same year;32 and the 
first religious broadcasts went out over state television.33 Religious believers, by the 
early 1990s, had clearly escaped from the marginalisation and even repression of the 
Soviet period; and yet their views were imperfectly articulated by religious parties or 
church hierarchies, and there was little satisfactory information about the distribution 
of religiosity or its association with the policy agendas of a changing society. 

Just as the Soviet system reflected a distinctive blend of Marxism and Russian 
traditions, so too the Russian Orthodox Church combined more general Christian 
values with a number of particular characteristics. The Orthodox Church had been a 
state church that was all but identical with citizenship itself in prerevolutionary 
Russia, and it was more closely associated with the work of government than was the 
case in the countries that belonged to the Western Christian tradition. There was a 
fairly loose concept of 'membership', and religious belief was more closely associ­
ated with participation in a shared community of believers (sobornost') and taking 
holy communion once a year than with a set of articles of faith. 34 

There was ambiguity, too, in the position of the church and its adherents in a 
Soviet society. Formally, the rights of believers to practise were guaranteed by the 
constitution, and any form of discrimination was illegal. At the same time it was a 
society in which a dominant role was taken by a Communist Party that required its 
members to attack any 'religious prejudices and other views and morals alien to the 
socialist way of life'.35 But there were reconciliations at moments of national crisis, 
such as the Second World War; and after 1990, when its rules were changed, 
believers could join the CPSU, although they were still required to promote the 
'communist ideal' as well as 'human values' of a more general kind. 36 Apart from 
this, there were associations of several other kinds: the party leadership, in practice, 
made nominations to leading positions, some members of the hierarchy regarded it as 
their patriotic duty to report to the KGB,37 and the Orthodox Church began to enjoy 
official favour as the 'national' church as compared with unregistered and, still more 
so, foreign denominations and sects.3

• 

The Party Secretariat summed up its position in a resolution on 'religion in 
contemporary circumstances' that was adopted in April 1991. Religion, it accepted, 
contained 'general human, moral and cultural values'; and there could be no basis for 
the persecution of individuals for their religious beliefs, which had 'nothing in 
common with Leninist policy on the religious question'. The party's objection was to 
extremist sections of the various churches that saw themselves as the only legitimate 
custodians of moral and spiritual values, and which attacked the mistakes that had 
been made by Lenin and the CPSU in earlier years. Their aim, the Secretariat 
suggested, was rather to encourage 'dialogue, mutual understanding [and] joint 
action for the renewal of socialist society': a coalition of believers and nonbelievers 
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in a struggle to construct a society of social justice, democracy and humanism.39 

Religious Behaviour in the Early Postcommunist Period 

Clearly, there had been a substantial change in the formal position of the churches 
even before the end of Soviet rule. But what had been taking place in the wider 
society? Were there more believers than before, and were they more active in their 
expression of faith? There was certainly a substantial increase in the proportion of 
Russians who were willing to describe themselves as believers, from 5 to 10 per cent 
to about 50 per cent by the end of the 1980s, with a particularly marked increase 
among the younger age groups:o It was not too much, for some commentators, to 
speak of an 'explosion' in religiosity:' Even higher levels were recorded on special 
occasions: for instance, 82 per cent of Russians celebrated Easter in 1993, compared 
with 50 per cent who celebrated May Day.42 And after the end of communist rule, it 
was the clearest of all changes that the new system of government 'allowed every­
body to decide whether or not to believe in God'. In the 1993 New Russia Barometer 
survey 71 per cent agreed with this assessment, with only 2 per cent taking the oppo­
site view; by contrast, 51 per cent thought they were able to live 'without the fear of 
unlawful arrest', and just 36 per cent thought they were in a better position to 'travel 
and live wherever they wanted' .43 

The church, moreover, was the most trusted of all institutions - or perhaps, more 
accurately, the least distrusted (see Table 1). In nationally representative surveys 
covering Russia as well as the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia and Ukraine, the 
church was the most trusted of nine institutions in Ukraine, the second most trusted 
in Russia (after the army) and the fourth and fifth in Hungary and Slovakia respec­
tively. By contrast, in the Czech Republic the church ranked last, trusted among 
fewer than one in five of the population, which presumably reflected the more 
limited role it had played in resisting communist rule and articulating a national iden­
tity. In Russia the church was obviously benefiting from the wider moral regenera­
tion that was taking place across the society, including such activities as charity and 
relief work, concerts to raise funds for the victims of disasters, and a prison chaplain 
service for the first time since 1917.44 'Never before', commented Izvestiya in April 
1995, 'was [the church's] participation in the political life of the country so 
conspicuous' .45 

Not only the churches but also religious beliefs held a high position in public 
favour in the early postcommunist years. In the 1992 New Russia Barometer survey, 
for instance, respondents were asked what feelings were evoked by the word 
'Christianity'. A total of 73 per cent were positive, a level surpassed only by the 
word 'freedom', which was positively endorsed by 78 per cent of the respondents. At 
the other end of the scale, about one quarter of those interviewed felt positive about 
capitalism and socialism, and just over one in five about perestroika. Positive 
attitudes towards Christianity, moreover, were distributed evenly across the age and 
educational groups, and even (though less strikingly) across political persuasions. 
Those who were current or former Communist Party members, in fact, were more 
favourable to Christianity than they were to socialism: 67 per cent were favourably 
inclined towards Christianity, while just 40 per cent were favourable to socialism. 

There had, it was clear, been a substantial change in public attitudes towards 
religion by this time, a change that had started in the late 1980s. Under Brezhnev 
religion had become fashionable among intellectuals in large cities and noncon­
formist youth. But the change was of modest dimensions, and there was no evidence 
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Table 1. Trust in institutions, 1993 

(Percentage who say 'completely trust' or 'mostly trust') 
Russia Czech Rep. Hungary Slovakia Ukraine 

Mass Media 
Television 44 47 35 39 44 
Radio 42 49 38 48 38 
Newspapers 29 29 29 25 27 

Political Institutions 
President 33 62 54 51 18 
Government 29 47 19 20 14 
Prime minister 28 57 28 28 12 

Other Institutions 
Churches 51 18 41 38 51 
Judiciary 27 30 46 25 25 
Army 55 34 49 40 48 

(2141) (973) (988) (667) (971) 

Note: The question was: 'Now I'd like to ask how much you feel you can trust some people and 
other things. Please could you choose the answer that best represents your opinion'. 

Source: 1993 Russia and Eastern Europe Survey. 

of a more general return to older patterns of faith and observance. In 1988 a joint 
US-Soviet investigation in Moscow suggested that only about 10 per cent of the 
population believed in God. Between 1988 and 1990, however, the process devel­
oped 'at the speed of an avalanche'. According to a survey conducted in 1990, up to 
27 per cent of Moscow's population were believers, as compared with 20 per cent 
who were atheist; in a comparable survey in 1991 the proportion of atheists was 
down to just 10 per cent. As Filatov and Furman put it, there had been a swing of the 
'religious pendulum': oriented towards atheism from the 1930s to the 1960s, it began 
a 'slow and barely perceptible' movement towards religion in the 1970s, gained 
momentum, and 'finally assumed great speed in 1988-90':6 

There was a still broader welcome for the idea that religious beliefs should play a 
greater role in Soviet or post-Soviet society. In October 1991, for instance, a Russia­
wide survey found that 64 per cent thought the wider diffusion of religious beliefs 
would be of benefit to society, and 6 per cent thought it would be harmful; two years 
earlier only 44 per cent had been positive:7 There was wide support for the revival of 
the Orthodox Church in particular: 68 per cent thought it could play a positive role in 
Russia's future, with only 19 per cent taking a different view:8 And there was wide­
spread agreement that a religious revival could offer a great deal to individual 
members of society. For more than half it could contribute to 'moral norms', and for 
another 21 per cent it could help to provide an 'understanding of the meaning of life' . 
Even nonbelievers thought the church contributed to a sense of morality (48 per cent) 
and to the meaning of life (17 per cent); a few even thought it could 'save souls', 
perhaps their own:9 

The position of religious belief in late communist and early postcommunist Russia 
was nonetheless a complex and contradictory one. Levels of identification with the 
Orthodox Church, for a start, were considerably higher than the proportion of the 
population that reported a belief in God; and there were many 'believers' who were 
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not prepared to accept central tenets of the Christian faith, such as life after death. 50 
There were many more who had no religious feelings or were even atheist, but who 
believed religion made a positive contribution to nationallife;51 other atheists wished 
their children to be brought up in a religious faith, and 6 per cent attended services 
themselves on a regular basis.52 Believers, conversely, had an uncertain grasp of the 
principles of their faith, not surprisingly because the source of their knowledge was 
most often the mass media: a quarter of them thought St Peter was a Russian,53 and 
asked to name the most outstanding personality that had ever lived, 13 per cent opted 
for Lenin and only 5 per cent for Jesus Christ.54 

There were equally substantial variations between religious belief and regular 
worship. More than half of those who described themselves as Orthodox did not 
attend church services, and about two-thirds did not attend communion (a few more 
attended very rarely); this meant that the overwhelming majority of those who 
regarded themselves as Orthodox did not satisfy the traditional requirements of 
church membership.55 And if the criterion was not simply attendance, but some 
attempt to live by Christian principles, barely 2-3 per cent would qualify. 56 At the 
same time, up to half of all nonbelievers celebrated religious holidays, and a fifth 
attended services on at least an occasional basis. 57 As for a life after death, Musco­
vites were more inclined to believe that there was such a thing (44 per cent) rather 
than not (31 per cent); but of those that responded, 21 per cent thought they would go 
to heaven, 20 per cent thought they would go to hell, and the largest group (59 per 
cent) had no idea.'" 

Although levels of religious affiliation were higher than in the late communist 
years it was unclear in the mid-1990s if they were still rising or if the 'religious 
boom' had come to an end.59 On some evidence the steady growth in religious identi­
fication that had been recorded up to 1994 had begun to fall back to the levels of the 
early years of the decade.60 But trust in the Orthodox Church, which had fallen after 
1994, had begun to increase again a year later;61 and others found in 1996 that the 
process of religious revival was 'continuing', with the greatest increases in belief 
among the younger and better educated.62 While different survey methodologies and 
changes in question wording make over-time comparisons difficult, our own data 
tend to support the second of these views. As Table 2 suggests, religious affiliation 
declined in 1992 and 1993 after registering the support of 57 per cent of the popula­
tion in 1991; and adherents of the Orthodox Church were only slightly more 
numerous at this time than those who said they were atheists. The 1996 survey 
suggests a second increase in religious affiliation, with three quarters claiming to be 
Orthodox and just 17 per cent saying they were atheists. 63 These variations are too 
large to be explained by technical factors alone, and they suggest a further increase in 
the proportions considering themselves religious beyond the levels that had been 
recorded at the end of communist rule. 

An increase in the level of religious affiliation, admittedly, was not the same as an 
increase in the salience of religion in public and private life. Many saw the revival of 
the churches as one of the signs that Russia was returning to its 'spiritual sources'; 
but very few (just 7 per cent in a 1996 survey) thought the church could help 
Russians to 'revive their national spirit', and by far the largest proportion (including 
most believers) associated their hopes with the establishment of a powerful Russian 
state.64 Rather more (23 per cent) thought religion was a force that could help the 
country to recover from its continuing difficulties, but 41 per cent took a very 
different view. And was religion, at least, one of the values that was needed for a 
happy and fulfilling life? Only 2 per cent thought so, in the mid-1990s; far more (75 
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Table 2. Religious affiliation, 1991-96 

1991 1992 1993 1996 

Russian Orthodox 57 43 45 75 
Believer, no church 3 6 6 I 
Other affiliation 2 3 5 
Atheist 38 21 42 17 
Difficult to answer I 28 4 2 

Total 100 100 100 100 
(2806) (2095) (2141) (1581) 

Note: Question wordings and code vary between surveys. 
Source: 1991 World Values Survey, Russian sample; 1992 New Russia Barometer Survey; 1993 

Russia and Eastern Europe Survey, Russian sample; 1996 Russia Survey. 

per cent) put good health in first place, followed by material prosperity and their 
family.os This left levels of religiosity at a higher level than in the late communist 
years, but lower than in other European countries Gust 46 per cent, in a 1991 survey, 
'never doubted' the existence of God, compared with 87 per cent in the United States 
and 58 per cent in Britain).66 

An increasing interest in the spiritual, moreover, was by no means confined to 
orthodox religions. Russians were certainly prepared to believe in miracles, the 
Devil, and a life after death, all of which are amongst the basic tenets of the Christian 
faith (see Table 3). The 1993 New Russia Barometer found that about half or more 
were also prepared to accept four central religious beliefs, including predestination 
(58 per cent) and the resurrection (57 per cent). The belief that attracted the lowest 
level of support was the veracity of Biblical miracles, but even here, 48 per cent were 
prepared to accept a literal version of the church's teaching. 

Along with religious beliefs, however, Russians were also willing to believe in 
astrological forecasts and UFOS.67 Levels of belief in the paranormal were particu­
larly high among the better educated: of those with university degrees, 73 per cent 
believed in telepathy and 42 per cent in astrology, and for 27 per cent Oriental 
wisdom played an 'important part' in their life. Only 15 per cent, by contrast, 
believed in God. The result was a category of people who were 'believers and non­
believers at the same time, combining their formal membership in a Christian church 

Table 3. The extent of religious beliefs, 1993 

Definitely Generally Generally Definitely 
agree agree disagree disagree Total (N) 

Miracles described in the 
Bible really happened 15 33 38 14 lOO (1807) 

There is a devil 16 36 29 18 99 (1792) 
There is life after death 17 40 26 16 99 (1973) 
Everything that happens must 

be accepted as God's will 20 38 27 15 100 (1833) 

Source: 1993 New Russia Barometer Survey. 
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with rapidly changing passions for Hasidism, the Bhagavad Gita, Buddhism, or 
anything else' .68 By the same token, believers were more likely than nonbelievers to 
place their faith in the evil eye, telepathy, flying saucers and the abominable 
snowman.69 

Alternative ideologies, including supernatural ones, had certainly become well 
established by the late communist period. The main television services had begun to 
incorporate an 'astrological forecast' for the following day, and many newspapers -
including the popular trade union daily Trud - contained a regular column of advice 
on such matters. Bookstalls in underground stations reflected the same emphases: 
there was Nostradamus and Madame Blavatskaya, L. Ron Hubbard and the Tibetan 
Book of the Dead as well as Emmanuelle and the Marquis de Sade. A large majority 
(64 per cent), according to the polls, were pleased that newspapers and journals had 
begun to give a greater degree of attention to mysticism, unorthodox medicine and 
extrasensory perception. More than half thought those with a special gift could fore­
tell the future (50 per cent) and cure the sick by television psychotherapy (57 per 
cent); and substantial minorities believed in witchcraft (35 per cent) or communica­
tion with the dead (11 per cent).70 If this was a Christian society, it was also one that 
incorporated many older and more diverse beliefs and values. 

The Social Bases of Religious Behaviour and Belief 

Who, in this changing society, were the believers? The literature has identified as 
many as nine different dimensions of religiosity; but of these, church attendance is 
the most fundamental. 71 Table 4 suggests that, notwithstanding the fluctuations that 
were taking place among the proportions who claimed an affiliation, patterns of 
church attendance in the early postcommunist years were reasonably stable. In 1993 
just under six out of every ten believers said that they attended church once a year or 
not at all, and a further 31 per cent said that they attended only a few times a year. In 
all, just one in every ten believers attended church at least once a month, a low level 
by West European standards. 

Low levels of religious behaviour in Russia are in turn related to the nature of the 
Orthodox Church itself. As other research suggests, religious groups that emphasise 
voluntary membership, accept secularisation and demand relatively low commitment, 
such as some Protestant churches, are the most likely to lose participants. This is at 

Table 4. Frequency of church attendance, 1991-93 

1991 1992 1993 

Once a week 17 2 3 
Once a month 11 6 7 
Few times a year 28 23 31 
Very rarely/never 44 69 59 

Total 100 100 100 
(N) (1702) (1003) (1319) 

Note: Question wordings and code vary between surveys. Estimates exclude atheists and 'diffi­
cult to answer'. 

Sources: 1991 World Values Survey, Russian sample; 1992 New Russia Barometer Survey; 1993 
Russia and Eastern Europe Survey, Russian sample. 
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least partly because they have to compete with other organisations that perform 
similar functions, such as neighbourhood groups or social clubs or, in the context of 
communist Russia, the CPSU.72 On the other hand, denominations are more likely to 
retain a strong following if they demand a high level of commitment from their 
members and institutionalise them in a series of overlapping and reinforcing sub­
groups, such as a separate educational system and social activities. In the United 
States the conservative Protestant churches have been able to withstand secularising 
trends among young people more successfully than liberal Protestant churches, and 
this can be attributed primarily to organisational factors of this kind. 73 Low levels of 
attendance among Russian believers may also be a consequence of these mainly 
organisational factors. 

A multivariate analysis of the social bases of affiliation, atheism and attendance is 
shown in Table 5. Since the two affiliation variables are dichotomous, logistic regres­
sion methods are used; church attendance is an ordinal variable, so in this case OLS 
regression is used. The independent variables reflect a variety of aspects concerned 
with social background and economic status, broadly divided into those two 
categories. The major factors influencing affiliation and attendance, it emerges, are 
related to social background rather than economic status. As in other societies, 
women and the elderly are more likely to have a religious affiliation than men, as are 
those with less education and those who live in rural rather than urban areas. 
However, although rural residents are more likely to have a religious affiliation they 

Table 5. The social bases of religious affiliation and attendance, 1993 

Orthodox Atheist Attendance 

Est (SE) Est (SE) b (beta) 

Social background 
Gender (male) -0.87* (0.09) 0.91 * (0.09) -0.54* (-0.23) 
Age 0.01* (0.00) -0.01* (0.09) 0.00 (0.04) 
Russian 0.61* (0.19) -0.01 (0.13) 0.18* (0.06) 
Rural resident 0.37* (0.11) -0.24* (0.11 ) -0.38* -0.16 
Education (secondary) 

Technical college -0.25 (0.11 ) 0.23 (0.11 ) -0.03 (-0.04) 
University -0.43* (0.13) 0.39* (0.13) -0.10 -0.04 

Economic status 
Employment (non-labour force) 
Employed, state 0.07 (0.21) 0.24 (0.21) 0.00 (0.00) 
Employed, private 0.06 (0.23) 0.26 (0.23) 0.21 (0.08) 
Consumer goods -0.04 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04) -0.05 (-0.05) 

Constant -0.98 -0.73 2.4 
Pseudo/Adj R-squared 0.06 0.05 0.08 
(N) (2141) (2141) (1241) 

* Statistically significant at P < 0.0 I, two-tailed. 
Note: The first two equations are logistic regression results showing parameter estimates and (in 

parentheses) standard errors. The third equation is an ordinary least squares regression equation 
showing partial (b) and standardised (beta, in parentheses) regression coefficients. 

Source: 1993 Russia and Eastern Europe Survey. 



The Politics of Religion in Postcommunist Russia 245 

are less likely to attend than their urban counterparts, which is probably a 
consequence of the relative lack of churches in rural areas and hence of the oppor­
tunity to attend services. By contrast, economic status is unimportant in explaining 
either affiliation or attendance, thus underscoring the link between religion and social 
background rather than achieved characteristics such as economic status. 

While religious affiliation and church attendance are outward signs of religious 
commitment there are other, less visible, dimensions of religiosity, the most impor­
tant of which is belief. Beliefs are subject to pressure from social change, and the 
beliefs valued in one generation will not necessarily be valued in another. Beliefs are 
also important from the perspective of ecumenism. It has been argued, for instance, 
that urbanisation, social mobility and material affluence have contributed to the 
dissolution of religious boundaries and to a growing convergence of beliefs across 
denominations. In this respect, some believe that modernisation may help to restore 
the unity of the Christian Church and the faith that was destroyed by the sixteenth­
century European Reformation.7' 

One explanation for the comparatively high level of religious belief in Russia is 
the rural and relatively underdeveloped nature of the country. Western studies in the 
sociology of religion affirm that with urbanisation and occupational change scientific 
rationalism will tend to weaken more traditional frameworks of explanation. 75 

Western studies also associate levels of belief with the postwar expansion of uni­
versity education, which has resulted in more questioning of the basic tenets of tra­
ditional faiths.76 In addition, changing lifestyles have been posited, with larger 
proportions of working women, fewer children, more divorces and more single­
parent families reducing the importance of the family, which is the agency through 
which religious beliefs have traditionally been transmitted.77 Finally, the influence of 
generational factors has been examined, with the radical youth culture of the late 
1960s and early 1970s providing an unfavourable social climate for the inculcation of 
religious values among the young.7' 

To test the importance of a set of social structural factors on religious belief, as 
well as religious affiliation and behaviour, we regress a range of independent vari­
ables on belief (Table 6). Belief is measured by a multiple item scale, combining the 
four basic tenets of belief outlined in Table 3 and scored from a low of zero to a high 
of 10. The first equation is estimated for the population as a whole, so we can mean­
ingfully control for affiliation, but not behaviour. The second equation is restricted to 
believers only, and includes religious behaviour as an independent variable. At the 
population level, the major influence is, of course, affiliation, with secularists 
differing by 2.8 points on the zero to ten belief scale compared with other believers, 
the excluded category. This difference takes into account the social background and 
economic status variables included in the equation. Social background factors are of 
some significance, and women have stronger beliefs than men, as do rural residents, 
ethnic Russians, those who are older and those without a university education. 
Persons who are not in state employment are also more religious, presumably 
because the public sector was more closely associated in the past with communist 
norms and values. 

In the second equation, for believers only, the same variables emerge, although 
there are some variations. While gender remains consistent in its influence, rurality 
almost doubles in importance. Church attendance exercises a major influence, as we 
might expect, and frequent attenders score about 2.5 points more on the scale than 
nonattenders or infrequent attenders, net of other circumstances. In general, however, 
the results are, like the first equation, notable for the relative lack of influence 
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Table 6. The social bases of religious belief, 1993 

Social background 
Gender (male) 
Age 
Russian 
Rural resident 
Education (secondary) 

Technical college 
University 

Economic status 
Employment (non-labour force) 
Employed, state 
Employed, private 
Consumer goods 

Religion 
Affiliation (other believer) 
Orthodox 
Undecided 
Church attendance 

Constant 
Adj R-squared 
(N) 

* Statistically significant at P < 0.0 I, two-tailed. 

All 

b (beta) 

-0.45* 
-0.01 * 

0.31 * 
0.39* 

-0.03 
-0.40* 

-0.45* 
-0.12 
-0.09 

0.53* 
-1.0* 
n.a. 

6.45 
0.29 

(1973) 

(0.09) 
(0.05) 
(0.04) 
(0.07) 

(0.00) 
(0.05) 

(0.09) 
(0.01) 
(0.03) 

(0.10) 
(0.16) 

n.a. 

Believers only 

b 

-0.38* 
-0.01 

0.17 
0.67* 

0.01 
-0.35* 

-0.54 
-0.10 
-0.13 

0.27 
n.a. 
2.5* 

5.72 
0.12 

(1075) 

(beta) 

(0.08) 
(0.02) 
(0.03) 
(0.13) 

(0.00) 
(0.05) 

(0.12) 
(0.01) 
(0.05) 

(0.04) 
n.a. 

(0.26) 

Note: Ordinary least squares regression equation showing partial (b) and standardised (beta, in 
parentheses) regression coefficients predicting religious belief, which is scored from a low of 0 to a 
high of 10. 

Source: 1993 New Russia Barometer. 

exerted by socioeconomic variables, such as education, employment, income and the 
possession of consumer goods. Also notable is the relative weakness of age, repre­
senting generational influences. Once again, religious belief is much more closely 
related to ascribed characteristics such as gender and residence than to achieved 
characteristics such as education and occupational status. 

The results suggest that the social bases of religious behaviour and belief closely 
follow the patterns found in advanced societies, with women and those with fewer 
educational attainments displaying greater religiosity than men or those with tertiary 
education. The main exception is age. In the advanced societies one of the most 
important predictors of religiosity is age, with older people being significantly more 
religious than their younger counterparts. The weakness of age as a predictor of reli­
giosity in Russia may reflect the newness of religious freedoms; the novelty of this 
new freedom has influenced the society as a whole rather than just one section of it. 
As religious freedom comes to be accepted and regarded as a normal part of every­
day life we might expect patterns of religiosity to display more generationally-based 
patterns. 
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Religion, Politics and Postcommunism 

If communist rule had oppressed believers and their churches, postcommunist rule 
with its guarantees of freedom of worship should have secured their unqualified 
support. The position was in fact a good deal more complicated. The churches took 
an ambiguous position during the attempted coup of August 1991; the patriarch 
called for Gorbachev's release, but after the coup had begun to collapse; and there 
was clearly some support within the hierarchy for the conspirators' appeal to 
ordinary Russians to reject Western values and maintain a 'strong and united Soviet 
state' .79 The church was hostile to communism, as an atheist doctrine; and yet it was 
not so clearly committed to democracy or pluralism, or to private ownership. 'Icons 
bob among Soviet and monarchist banners at anti -Y el' tsin marches', the Western 
press reported in 1994; and those who were the most deeply religious - admittedly, a 
small proportion of the population - were among the most bitterly opposed to the 
policies of the Yei' tsin government. 80 

The Orthodox Church, for its own part, favoured a religious monopoly rather than 
a diversity of teachings, with strict limits upon the rights of foreign churches and 
evangelists to operate on Russian territory; and at least in some quarters there was 
support for a 'moral and wise' if not a totalitarian censorship.sl Believers, for their 
part, have emerged as more 'conservative' than their counterparts outside the church: 
more favourable to law and order, and more likely to believe the children should be 
taught respect for authority; positive towards Nicholas 11, but also to Stalin; more 
prepared than others to ban 'harmful' books, and to isolate AIDS victims; and less 
favourable to multiparty politics and the market. 82 Believers, as other studies have 
shown, are more anticommunist than the population as a whole (they are more hostile 
towards socialism as a doctrine, and to former party officials in government posts); 
but they are also more likely to favour order above democracy and to support a 
planned rather than a market economy, and they are less committed to the rule of law 
and human rights and less friendly towards Jews."' Believers are more likely to 
express hostility towards other groups such as Chechens and gypsies;84 they are more 
likely to favour a single Slavic state incorporating Russia, Ukraine and Belarus', and 
to believe that Russia should be declared an Orthodox state with particular privileges 
within it for members of the national church.8s 

The connection between religion and political choice is in fact a complex one. In 
the December 1995 Duma elections, for instance, religion exerted a negligible influ­
ence (Table 7). The most 'religious' of the four parties that cleared the 5 per cent 
threshold was Yabloko, 80 per cent of whose voters were Orthodox and just 6 per 
cent secular. The least religious of the parties was, not surprisingly, the Communists, 
followed by Our Home is Russia. But overall, the variation in the religious outlooks 
of supporters of the major parties was small. Evidence on the relationship between 
religion and party support also comes from the characteristics of electorates in the 
first round of the presidential election in 1996: the most religious electorates were 
those that supported the radical nationalist Zhirinovsky and, at the opposite extreme, 
the liberal reformer Grigori Yavlinsky; in the second round the two candidates, Boris 
Yel'tsin and the Communist candidate Zyuganov, were equally successful in 
attracting the religious vote, although Yel'tsin did slightly better among 'believers' 
and Zyuganov among regular attenders.86 

One of the reasons for the modest influence of religion on voting is undoubtedly 
the absence of explicitly religious or confessional parties in the emerging Russian 
party system. Believers, the evidence suggests, are hostile to the idea of parties of 



248 Stephen White & fan McAllister 

Table 7. Religion and party support in the 1995 Duma elections 

Affiliation Religiosity 

Orthodox None Other Yes No (N) 

Communist Party 75 17 8 63 37 (404) 
Liberal Democrats 78 19 3 60 41 (126) 
Our Home is Russia 75 15 ID 58 43 (153) 
Yabloko 80 14 6 64 36 (132) 

Total electorate 75 17 8 63 37 (1581 ) 

Note: Estimates are for supporters of the four parties that cleared the 5 per cent threshold in the 
elections. 

Source: 1996 Russia Survey. 

this kind, almost as much as atheists or those without clear convictions, although a 
substantial proportion of each of them found it difficult to offer a response of any 
kind; and the few religious parties that contested them performed badly in the 1993 
and 1995 parliamentary elections.87 Similarly, there is strong resistance to the idea 
that priests should be active in politics, with believers more hostile than others. 
Attitudes to religion, it emerges, have 'practically no influence' on sociopolitical 
opinions, which tend to be defined 'not by belief or otherwise in God, but by the 
general social atmosphere' .88 

Religion, accordingly, plays a very limited role in structuring Russian politics in 
the late 1990s. Relatively large and increasing numbers are willing to identify them­
selves in denominational terms, but levels of attendance are low. Levels of belief are 
rather higher, but believers are more likely than others to accept the supernatural in 
all its forms, while atheists are positively disposed towards the influence of religion, 
and sometimes participate in church activities. Religious believers are more likely 
than others to support broadly authoritarian forms of government, including a larger 
Slavic state and a religious monopoly; but they are no more likely to take part in 
political life, and there are relatively modest associations between religious belief 
and support or otherwise for parties and presidential candidates, particularly Boris 
Yel'tsin. Religious cleavages in other competitive polities are mobilised by parties 
that compete for the support of believers;89 but there is some hostility towards parties 
of this kind in Russia, and there was none that sought to gather the support of 
Orthodox believers on a confessional basis in the postcommunist 1990s"o On this 
evidence, there will be no early 'clericalisation' of Russian politics. 
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