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Jehovah's Witnesses under Communist Regimes* 

HANS HERMANN DIRKSEN 

Introduction 

Jehovah's Witnesses were severely persecuted under all communist regimes, not 
only in Eastern Europe and the USSR but also in countries such as China and Cuba. 
They did not gain religious freedom in any Eastern European country until the fall of 
the communist systems. In the USSR more than 9000 Witnesses were deported to 
Siberia within one year in the 1950s. During the 40 years of its existence, more 
than 6000 Witnesses were imprisoned in the GDR. In addition, many Witnesses 
experienced a two-fold persecution. We know the names of some 300 Witnesses who 
were imprisoned under the Nazis as well as under the communists in Germany.' So 
far historical research has not identified any other group which had so many victims 
under both regimes. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses2 started as a Christian Bible study group in the USA in 
the late 1870s. Early in the twentieth century they established their main office in 
Brooldyn, New York, where they still have their organisational centre. Their faith is 
based on the belief that the whole Bible - the Old and New Testaments - is God's 
inspired and authoritative Word. The Bible has taught them that the heavenly 
Kingdom of God (Jehovah) shall one day rule the Earth. Every human being willing 
to obey God's laws has the opportunity to live forever in a paradise Earth, without 
death, sickness, old age or pain, as described in the book of Revelation. In 1931 these 
Bible students adopted the name 'Jehovah's Witnesses'. 

Since Jehovah's Witnesses submit totally to God's rule, they are neutral in all 
political matters. Although they obey the laws of the country they live in, as long as 
they do not see a conflict with God's law, they refrain from political activities such 
as voting. This neutral stand, combined with the Biblical order not to murder, leads 
them to conscientious objection to military service, and for this reason many were 
sentenced to death in the Second World War. Witnesses believe that everybody 
should have the opportunity to hear the gospel, or the 'good news of God's 
Kingdom'. This is one reason why they engage in intensive evangelising work. They 
firmly believe that no human government is in a position to forbid this Christian 
preaching work commanded by God. In countries where their religious work is 
banned, Witnesses carry on their activities underground. 

*This paper was first presented at the conference 'Religion and the Cold War', 12 April 2000, 
organised by the Institute of Contemporary British History at the University of London. 
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Developments during the Nazi Period 

Jehovah's Witnesses were among those who suffered most severely under National 
Socialism. When Hitler came to power in 1933 one of the first laws introduced 
was against communists,3 which turned into a weapon against anyone who offered 
resistance. For Jehovah's Witnesses, this resistance had already begun with their 
refusal to say 'Heil Hitler'. For them this greeting constituted religious worship, 
which only God deserves. Other forms of resistance, as mentioned earlier, were their 
abstaining from elections and their refusal to perform military service. Amazingly, at 
that time Jehovah's Witnesses were accused of being communists, working in 
collaboration with the Jews to gain world power. During the twelve years of their 
rule the Nazis cruelly persecuted the Witnesses. Though they numbered only about 
25,000 in Germany in 1933 some 10,000 of them were in prisons and concentration 
camps, and some 2000 were murdered. Historians believe that no other religious or 
political group (apart from the Jews) suffered the same intensity of persecution under 
the Nazis: 

Hitler went on to occupy or enter into alliances with other European countries and 
as soon as the Gestapo or local authorities began to carry out persecution Jehovah's 
Witnesses were arrested, for example in Czechoslovakia, Poland, Ukraine and 
Hungary, and sent to prison or concentration camp. It is known that in the women's 
concentration camp in Ravensbriick alone there were at least 50 Polish, 15 Ukrainian, 
10 Czech, 10 Hungarian, 25 Dutch and 500 German Jehovah's Witnesses.5 

The Situation in 1945 

After the Second World War the liberated Witnesses from various concentration 
camps were at the forefront of reorganising evangelising work in their home 
countries. When the communist persecution began large numbers of Witnesses once 
again went to prison or labour camp. This is ironical when we consider that many 
communists in power or public office, particularly in Poland and the GDR, had also 
spent many years in Nazi concentration camps;6 now they found themselves 
persecuting their former prison-mates. 

Immediately after 1945 the situation for Jehovah's Witnesses in Eastern Europe 
varied from country to country. In the eastern part of Germany they were reregistered 
in September 1945 and allowed to function by the Soviet Military Administration.7 

They gained similar recognition in Czechoslovakia where in December 1945 their 
activities were permitted by the Ministry of the Interior.8 In Romania they were 
even recognised as a legal body.9 However, even in this early period Witnesses had 
problems. In East Germany, for example, Witnesses who engaged in preaching were 
often arrested by the police and the Soviet authorities, who were suspicious about 
this kind of activity. 10 

The Start of Communist Persecution 

In some Eastern European communist countries the situation for Jehovah's Witnesses 
was difficult from the beginning. In Yugoslavia there was no peaceful post-war 
period at all. Persecution by the Croatian nationalist ustase moved more or less 
seamlessly into communist persecution under Tito. There were arrests of Witnesses 
in 1946, though in most cases they were held for only a few days. 11 We might regard 
this as a typical postwar problem rather than the result of deliberate communist 
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policy; but it is significant that the authorities denied Jehovah's Witnesses recog­
nition as a religious denomination, for which they had applied to the secretary of 
state and the prime minister. '2 Then in September 1946 all the so-called leaders, that 
is all members of the country committee of Jehovah's Witnesses in Yugoslavia, 
including Rudolph Kalle, the chairman, were arrested. On 3 February 1947 a show 
trial of 18 Jehovah's Witnesses was held in the Supreme Court in Croatia.13 They 
were accused as follows: (1) of working to overthrow the popular government by 
force and to establish their fascistic rule; (2) of holding views which weakened the 
country's fighting forces; (3) of maintaining relations with the Bern and Brooklyn 
offices of Jehovah's Witnesses, which the prosecution claimed to be fascist centres 
working for a third world war, and of protecting Second World War criminals; (4) of 
treason; (5) of printing 700 copies of the magazine The Watchtower despite being 
prohibited to do so; (6) of claiming that freedom in Yugoslavia existed only on paper 
and not in reality. The Witnesses' 'head', Rudolph Kalle, and two fellow-believers 
were sentenced to death, and 12 other Witnesses were sentenced to up to 15 years in 
prison. During the court hearing one of the accused said that at the time of the 
German occupation his mother had been put in gaol and two of his sisters and his 
brother sent to Dachau concentration camp, and now he was addressed as a 
'fascist' .14 Although the three death sentences in this case were later commuted to 
long-term imprisonment, IS from that time Jehovah's Witnesses were regarded as 
illegal in Yugoslavia.'6 The show trial was accompanied by a smear campaign in the 
press using photographs of the accused. Despite these unfavourable conditions, the 
number of Jehovah's Witnesses in Yugoslavia increased from 120 in 1947 to about 
500 in 1949.'7 

In 1948 Albania followed with an official ban on Jehovah's Witnesses. Although 
there were only 35 in the country, these few Witnesses were persecuted with 
merciless brutality.'" Severe persecution next started in Czechoslovakia in 1948, with 
press articles claiming that Jehovah's Witnesses were opponents of the state and of 
the communist system. 19 On 29 November 1948 the Czechoslovak secret police 
closed the branch administration office of the Witnesses and conducted house 
searches throughout the country. Three days later all ten members of the leading 
committee were arrested.20 In 1949 Bulgaria followed with a ban on the Witnesses 
and with measures against their activity even though there were only about 20 
Witnesses in the country.21 In Romania, after a short period of freedom in 1948 while 
the Witnesses, numbering some 5000, reorganised their religious work, persecution 
started in August 1949 with a raid on the central office and the arrest of members of 
the country committee.22 In July 1950 the military court in Bucharest sentenced 11 
Witnesses to labour in a camp near the Danube: three to 10 years, six to 5 years, and 
two females to 2 years. 23 

Persecution in the Soviet Union 

It is not clear to what extent the persecution of the Witnesses in these various 
countries was coordinated from Moscow: so far the documents researched seem to 
indicate that there was no direct order from the USSR to the other communist states. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the Soviet government knew about the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. 

Before the Second World War there were only about 100 Witnesses in Russia 
itself. Larger numbers of Witnesses came into the USSR (Ukraine and Belorussia) 
with the annexation of the eastern parts of Poland in 1939. About 500 Witnesses had 
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been living in these areas. 24 More came in when Latvia, Lithuania and later Moldavia 
were annexed. Another group of Witnesses entered the USSR after the end of the 
Third Reich: these were Russian prisoners who had been converted while in Nazi 
concentration camps, including a number of young Russian and Ukrainian women 
from the Ravensbriick camp. Some reports from that time indicate that the increase 
of Jehovah's Witnesses in the USSR was quite rapid.2' In 1946,5218 people attended 
the annual celebration of Jesus' death in the Ukraine, 1915 in Bessarabia and 251 
in Russia itself.26 In the same year hundreds of Jehovah's Witnesses began to be 
transferred to other places as a result of the Soviet policy of forced resettlement. 27 
They also suffered reprisals because they would not participate in elections. 

Persistent difficulties moved Nathan H. Knorr, the president of Watchtower Bible 
and Tract Society, the corporate body for Jehovah's Witnesses in the USA, to formu­
late a petition in favour of his fellow-believers in the USSR. It was planned that a 
number of delegations of Russian Witnesses would hand over the petition to the state 
authorities; but the MGB was informed of the plan in advance and arrested all the 
proposed participants.28 Shortly afterwards many Witnesses were exiled to Siberia.29 

On 1 June 1949 the Witnesses succeeded in filing a petition for legal recognition 
with the Ministry of Interior Affairs of the USSR in Moscow. 30 This petition 
evidently reached Nikolai Shvernik, secretary of the USSR Supreme Soviet 
Executive Committee in Moscow, but it brought no change in the Witnesses' circum­
stances.3! The Supreme Soviet thus by now obviously knew about the existence of 
this religious group. 

Restrictive measures continued. Reports tell of heavy persecution in Lithuania and 
Latvia in September 1950.32 In its decree No. 667 -339cc of 3 March 1951 the Council 
of Ministers of the USSR ordered the deportation of the 'active participants of the 
anti soviet sect of the Jehovists and their family members to Irkutsk and Tomsk'. This 
decree was carried out through order No. 00193 of the Ministry of State Security 
dated 5 March 1951. The authorities later reported that 9389 Jehovah's Witnesses 
had been deported up to 1 July 1952. The documents indicate that from Moldavia 
alone at least 2600 witnesses, about 723 families, were deported in 1951. Almost all 
of them were sent by train to Tomsk.33 There is evidence of more deportation and 
resettlement of Jehovah's Witnesses later in the 1950s. Witnesses from Western 
Ukraine, Belorussia, Bessarabia, Moldavia, Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia were 
exiled beyond the Ural mountains, to Kazakhstan, the Far East, Sakhalin Island and 
the Kamchatka peninsula. 

At the time the deportations began in the USSR, persecution was already well 
under way in all the other communist countries, so at the moment it is not possible to 
say that the persecution started in the USSR or that it emanated from there to other 
countries.34 Further research is needed to clarify the sequence of developments. 

Persecution in Poland 

In 1950 there were about 18,000 Jehovah's Witnesses in Poland. In April and June of 
that year the secret police (Urzqd Bezpieczenstwa (UB» raided the headquarters of 
the Jehovah's Witnesses and made many arrests.3' It was not until the following year, 
however, that a big show trial was staged in Warsaw, from 16 to 22 March 1951, at 
which the Witnesses were accused of spying for the United States and attempting to 
overthrow the People's Republic of Poland.36 The court handed down some sentences 
of life imprisonment and others of up to 15 years. Meanwhile articles appeared in the 
press blackening the Witnesses and calling them a 'gang of spies' .37 
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Persecution in the GDR 

Perhaps the Polish authorities were waiting to see the outcome of the persecution 
in the GDR, where Jehovah's Witnesses were one of the earliest groups to be 
persecuted - earlier and more severely than in the other Eastern European countries. 
By 1985 at least 6000 Jehovah's Witnesses had spent time in prison, and at least 60 
had died there. Observation of Jehovah's Witnesses began in the Soviet Occupation 
Zone (SBZ). In 1946 agents from local offices of the SED party visited churches and 
other places of worship, including those of Jehovah's Witnesses, and reported on the 
sermons and how they were received."'" After a centralised internal administration 
was set up in the GDR in 1947 these reports found their way to East Berlin. Officials 
noted the high proportion of reports dealing with Jehovah's Witnesses and their 
preaching work, reflecting the Witnesses' zealous commitment to preaching in 
public. Many people respected the Witnesses as victims of Nazism and initially this 
even helped them in their relations with the Soviet administration. They were the 
only religious group which had offered united resistance to Hitler, refusing him the 
honour which they believed was due only to God. The reports now showed clearly 
that the Witnesses were persistent in preaching about the Bible and God's judgment, 
but also that in the new socialist system they would show the same Christian 
neutrality as they had done before and during the Nazi regime and that they would 
not vote in elections. 

In 1948 the ruling SED party decided to put the Jehovah's Witnesses under central 
surveillance and collected reports about their activities."'" In the autumn of 1949 
Waiter Ulbricht initiated a decision by the SED Politburo to take active measures 
against the Witnesses,4o and when these did not produce the hoped-for results, the 
Witnesses were banned altogether in August 1950.41 The day before the ban came 
into force, the administrative centre of the Witnesses in Magdeburg was occupied 
and some 400 leading Witnesses were arrested throughout the country. The reports of 
their detention and the pressure put on them make difficult reading. The secret police 
(Staatssicherheit, or Stasi) especially wanted to hear confessions about supposed 
spying for the USA, and names of fellow believers, in order to arrest them too. 

The Stasi reports became the basis for the charges in the trials of Witnesses which 
began in the Supreme Court in October 1950 with a big show trial in East Berlin.42 
The sentence passed at the first of these show trials included the absurd assertion that 
speaking publicly about God's judgment and heavenly war (Revelation 19-20) 
constituted 'warmongering', despite the well-known fact that the Witnesses refused 
to do military service. At this first trial two Witnesses were sentenced to life 
imprisonment and the rest to up to 15 years. There followed a flood of similar trials 
of Witnesses throughout the GDR.43 No local court dared to deliver a verdict different 
from the one prepared beforehand by the Stasi. Thousands of Witnesses were 
sentenced for 'spying for the US imperialists' and 'attempting to boycott the state' 
(Boykotthetze - speaking negatively about the socialist state) and were sent to 
inhumane prisons such as Waldheim or Bautzen.44 The trials were accompanied by an 
extensive hate campaign in the press calling Jehovah's Witnesses 'agents paid in 
dollars', 'moles in religious camouflage' and other things.45 

The August 1950 ban on the Jehovah's Witnesses did not stop them continuing 
their preaching work, so the Stasi had to rethink its methods. An order issued in 
January 1951 by Erich Mielke, permanent secretary in charge of the Stasi, identified 
the deployment of spies as the principal technique to be used: 'discovering the 
leaders and the most dangerous agents of the sect is possible only by working hard to 
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find unofficial collaborators who have good prospects in the sect and who will 
secretly keep us informed':6 Stasi employees thus began to study the Bible with 
Jehovah's Witnesses and even took part in their preaching activity. Over the years, 
however, the Stasi learned that arresting and imprisoning leading Witnesses did not 
stop the Witnesses' activity. In the early 1960s, therefore, the Stasi tried a new 
method of subversion called Zersetzung ('decomposition' or 'disintegration'). The 
aim of the technique was to make Witnesses feel psychologically unsure, as a Stasi 
report makes clear: 

'Disintegration' measures must be applied in such a way that members of 
the Jehovah's Witnesses always believe that every action they undertake 
for the sect is watched by the security organs. It is thus most important 
that they should believe that leading figures in the sect in particular are 
supplying information to the State Security. Members must be led to 
assume that their so-called publishing work, their home visits and all their 
illegal activities for the Jehovah's Witnesses involve great danger and may 
lead to imprisonment:7 

In the GDR, then, the Stasi used various different techniques to suppress the 
Jehovah's Witnesses and the struggle continued until 1989. 

Persecution in Hungary 

Hungary was the last European communist country to start persecuting Jehovah's 
Witnesses. During the first half of 1945 many Hungarian Witnesses returned home 
from gaol and concentration camps, where 160 of them had been since 1942:" By the 
end of 1945 about 600 Witnesses were working under relatively peaceful conditions 
in Hungary, most of them in Budapest:9 The situation changed in 1948, however, 
when the communist MOP began to consolidate its power. During the Second World 
War the press had labelled Jehovah's Witnesses 'communists', but in 1949 several 
articles were published calling them 'agents of American imperialism' financed by 
the United States. In 1950, at a time when 2307 Witnesses were living in Hungary, 
the police arrested 302 of them. 50 A police report of 3 September 1950 documents the 
arrest of Janos Lak6. It says that he went from door to door in the 15th district of 
Budapest carrying out Biblical 'agitation' by proclaiming that God's Kingdom would 
come for everybody who believed. Misery would end, and everybody who believed 
would be happy, because only God could bring happiness.51 On 11 November the 
State Security Police (AVH) submitted an extensive report about the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. In contrast to the police reports, it accuses them of agitating against 
elections by saying that they do not vote. It criticises their refusal to do military 
service: in reality they are fighting against the state and serving the interests of 
American imperialism. It accuses them of writing reports about their religious 
activities and sending them to America. It says that they had recently commenced a 
big agitation campaign and attracted a huge number of new believers. Even members 
of the party had returned their party cards and had become members. For all these 
reasons the A VH suggested restricting the activity of the Witnesses by arresting their 
leading members." On 13 November 1950 the A VH searched the central office of the 
Witnesses and arrested the director Janos Konrad, the translator Andras Bartha and 
others. Their trial took place on 2 February 1951. The charge was 'joint leadership of 
an organisation aimed at the subversion of state and society, and treason'. The 
accused were sentenced to between 5 and 10 years in prison.53 The sentences had 



lehovah's Witnesses under Communist Regimes 235 

evidently been prearranged: during an interrogation before the trial one of the 
Witnesses was told by his interrogator: 

We shall lock you up for ten years, and when those ten years are up, our 
People's Republic will be stronger than it is now, and the people will be 
ideologically trained and immune to your trying to influence them with the 
Bible. Then we shall be able to release you.S4 

The Witnesses then restructured their leadership, but in April 1953 six members of 
the new committee were arrested and sentenced,ss and that same spring almost every 
Witness with any responsibility was arrested. The total imprisoned in 1953 was over 
500.S6 All members of another new restructured committee were again arrested and 
imprisoned in 1955.s7 

Conclusion 

In the Third Reich Jehovah's Witnesses were called communists; a few years later, 
under communism, they were being called fascists and supporters of American 
imperialism. The real reasons for their persecution under both systems were their 
absolute Christian neutrality and their refusal to compromise their freedom to 
worship and to preach in public. 

In the various communist countries the development of persecution followed a 
similar pattern. It started with press campaigns and interference in religious services. 
Then a sudden flood of arrests took place, followed by show trials. Simultaneously, 
in most countries, the Witnesses were banned, and in some were declared illegal. The 
main accusations in the show trials were always that under the 'mask of religion' the 
Witnesses were trying to overthrow the state and install a new fascist system, and 
that they were acting as spies for imperialistic America. All these were charges 
which had been levelled against a range of victims in communist states since Stalin's 
show trials of the late 1930s, but in the case of the Jehovah's Witnesses the charges 
are particularly ironical since the Witnesses were known to have been persecuted by 
the Nazis. 

The main reason why they were persecuted by the communists and Nazis alike 
was that they took a stance of neutrality. None of the communist states allowed 
genuine antimilitarism or political abstinence. Jehovah's Witnesses were persecuted 
by the communists not because they were enemies or opponents of the communist 
system: they were persecuted because they simply wanted to remain neutral. The 
Witnesses did not want to take part in compulsory state-sponsored quasi-religious 
rituals. Unfortunately, this was not an option. In order, however, to explain why 
this peaceful minority had to be eradicated, the communist authorities had to 
frame charges of political subversion and cast the Witnesses in the role of political 
opponents. 

In conclusion it should be kept in mind that the question of religious freedom for 
Jehovah's Witnesses still seems to be a current topic today.sH Recent developments in 
countries such as France, Russia and Georgia give rise to the question whether the 
historical twofold persecution of Jehovah's Witnesses will eventually become three­
fold. 
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