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An atmosphere of religious freedom and tolerance prevails in modern 
Ukraine. Religious movements, large and small, old and relatively new, are 
free to carry out their activities, organize meetings, perform their rites with-
out fear of state intervention or persecution. The Ukrainian state ensures 
the right of its citizens to profess any religion (or not to profess any) and 
promotes the peaceful coexistence of believers of different denominations. 

Yet, this was not always the case. The history of religious beliefs and 
movements in Ukraine is full of dramatic pages. Over the centuries, some 
large and small religious communities in our land suffered from religious 
persecution, systemic discrimination, and attacks. And seven decades of 
Soviet state atheism were marked by such a scale of repression against all 
religions which had not previously been known in Ukraine.

Operation North in April 1951 is one of such shameful pages in Soviet 
history. Thousands of Jehovah’s Witnesses were evicted from Ukraine and 
other western regions of the USSR for their faith without a court order or the 
opportunity to appeal their eviction, simply by pre-established MSS lists. 
This crime, like all other crimes against humanity, requires a comprehensive 
investigation and a clear moral and legal assessment. An important step in 
this work was the conference “Operation North”. 70 years after: important 
lessons of repression for the faith.”

The conference materials presented in this publication summarize the 
years of thorough research work of scholars from six countries. Detailed sta-
tistics, eyewitness accounts, documentary evidence of the eviction process 
and the conditions of detention of the displaced, and the death echelons 
create a clear picture of Operation North. Unfortunately, this picture is still 
incomplete as there is no adequate access to the archives of the Soviet se-
cret services in the places of special settlements of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
the Irkutsk and Tomsk regions of the Russian Federation.

The deportation of 1951 is a vivid and large-scale, but far from unique, 
episode in the struggle of the Soviet government and the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union against Jehovah’s Witnesses. Until the collapse of the 
USSR, this denomination constantly experienced arrests, long prison terms, 
searches, fines, restrictions on movement and participation in public life, 
and the harassment of children in schools. Thousands of believers sustained 
physical, financial, and emotional harm. But in general, these acts of terror 
or coercion by the state did not stop the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

FOREWORD

____________

in general, these acts of terror or coercion  
by the state did not stop the activities  

of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
____________
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The analysis of repression against Witnesses is important not only from 
the point of view of academic science and the clear establishment of reliable 
historical facts. It is becoming increasingly relevant in view of the current 
attempts to attack freedom of conscience which were mentioned in almost 
every speech at the conference. There are clear parallels between the re-
pressive acts of 70 years ago in the Soviet Union and the systematic per-
secution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine’s neighbor, Russia, right now.

Another challenge to freedom of conscience and an atmosphere of tol-
erance is the distortion of facts in the media through the pursuit of sensa-
tions or in the ideological struggle against “wrong”, “false” and “destructive” 
religious movements. Unfortunately, examples of such activities of some 
local authorities can be seen in our country as well. All the more important 
is an objective, unbiased, and academically sound coverage of the history 
and current activities of various religions, including Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
We see an example of such work in this publication.

I am sure that this publication will be useful for researchers, journalists, 
civil servants and all those who are interested in maintaining an atmosphere 
of tolerance, mutual respect and religious freedom in Ukraine and in the 
objective knowledge of the denomination.  

Professor Anatoliy KOLODNYI –
President of the Ukrainian Association of Religious Scholars

____________

The analysis of repression against Witnesses  
is becoming increasingly relevant in view  
of current attempts to attack freedom  

of conscience 
____________

____________

Because of distorting the facts in the media 
the most important thing is to have  

an objective, impartial, and academically sound 
coverage of the history and current activities 

of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
____________
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Without exaggeration, I consider this scientific-practical conference 
«Operation North. 70 years later. Important Lessons of Repression for Faith” 
to be extremely important as well as the entire information and education 
campaign aimed to cover the history of the criminal deportation of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses to Siberia. And for that I have several reasons.

The first is that contemplating such events and preserving the memory 
of them in society gives hope that this will not happen again. That is, it is a 
guarantee against the coming to power of criminal regimes.

The second reason is that when religious communities testify to the 
experience of surviving the persecution, they become both more open to 
each other and more understandable to the non-religious part of society.

The third reason is that the experience of defending freedom of religion is 
not only limited to replenishing the treasury of a particular religious tradition. 
When it becomes known to the general public, it generates, supports, and 
multiplies the tradition of defending dignity in society, and this concerns 
both your dignity and that of another person. 

Another reason is related to the way of perceiving one’s own history, 
which is typical of religious communities, but unfamiliar to non-religious 
people. For a secular person, history is usually just a series of events that 
are presented in chronological order. However, a religious person sees in 
the same events various acts of God. And because of this, simple history 
becomes sacred history to a religious person. Why is this ability of prophetic 
perception of history so important? The fact is that sacred history, unlike 
ordinary history, has no traumatic factors. Even very sad historical events, 
such as the ones we commemorate today, are deprived of excessive tragedy 
in sacred history. Therefore, it prevents pessimism from generating. In my 
opinion, it is up to the religious communities to help the whole society, the 
whole nation to perceive its own history in such a way that it becomes a 
source of inspiration and encouragement to cherish the most honorable 
virtues in society, such as faith, hope and love. 

VIACHESLAV HORSHKOV  —  
Coordinator of Cooperation with Religious 
Communities of the State Service of Ukraine 
for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH
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Our Civil Service of Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience of 
Ukraine has existed for a little over one year and has been operating fully 
since last September. The basic values   and principles of our service are 
openness, responsibility, friendliness and advocacy of unity in diversity. In 
order to build tripartite relations between religious communities, the state, 
and society, from the very beginning of our work we started the project of 
the New library of Sofia-Wisdom (www.newlib.org.ua). This is by analogy 
with the lost library of Yaroslav the Wise, which existed in Kyiv at the time 
and was a treasure of not only Christian wisdom but also of other religious 
traditions. The new library of Sophia of Wisdom is designed as a space 
for religious communities to present the treasures of wisdom of their own 
religious traditions, so to speak, as an inclusive dialogue platform, which 
aims to promote mutual recognition of the dignity of each. Therefore, I 
sincerely invite the communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses to join in this project 
so that we may work together for the common good, for the development of 
Ukraine, and for our society to have more that contributes to the cultivation 
of peace, wisdom, love, and not what causes discord, misunderstanding 
and other problems. 

I believe that this event, this conference is important because this year 
we will celebrate 30 years of Ukraine’s independence and 25 years of the 
Constitution of Ukraine. It is in this new Ukrainian state, I hope, that the 
traditions of perception of the other, the traditions of freedom, freedom of 
religion, and respect for human dignity will continue to be preserved, so that 
Ukraine continues to be a model of harmonious relations between people 
and various religious groups for the whole world.

____________

it is up to the religious communities to help 
the whole society, the whole nation to perceive 
its own history in such a way that it becomes 
a source of inspiration and encouragement to 

cherish the most honorable virtues in society, 
such as faith, hope and love 

____________
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This conference should contribute knowledge about these tragic as 
well heroic events to our intellectual space in Ukrainian and world science. 
These events which on the one hand reveal the face of totalitarianism, and 
on the other hand, speak up about the power of faith and the beliefs of 
people who feel they have the right to profess their religion and should not 

renounce it even if the state has gone mad and forbids it. I think this is a very 
important lesson for both society and the religious organization. This is, so 
to speak, a synergy. If we are talking about Jehovah’s Witnesses, it is useful 
to understand not only for this community. And it is not only important for 
science to understand the way of the fight for the rights as well as the features 
of the totalitarian mechanism. This is also important for society, because 
there is also a way in which we remember how to resist the arbitrariness of 
the state if it suddenly forgets why it was founded. After all, the mechanisms 
that are enshrined in our constitution, such as the mechanisms of neutrality, 
must work in the interests of all communities. They must not interfere 
with or hinder communities even in cases where the view of the state and 
the religious community on certain responsibilities does not coincide, as 
was the case during Operation North. The Soviet leadership was deeply 
annoyed that the religious beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses did not allow them 
to perform the military duty required by the state. Instead of acting like the 
Soviet Union, forcing people, coercing, and so on, one could work inclusively 
within the law. For example, Article 35 of the Constitution states, as for this 

ANTON DROBOVYCH  —  
Head of the Ukrainian Institute of National 
Remembrance

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH

____________

the mechanisms that are enshrined in our 
constitution, such as the mechanisms of 
neutrality, must work in the interests  

of all communities 
____________
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purpose, “no one shall be relieved of his or her duties before the State or 
refuse to perform the laws for reasons of religious beliefs”. But here it is also 
written: “in the event that the performance of military duty is contrary to the 
religious beliefs of a citizen, the performance of this duty shall be replaced 
by alternative (non-military) service”. This is very important history. Perhaps 
it is due to the courage and perseverance of religious organizations, which 
sincerely share certain beliefs, that there appear laws which consider the 
interests of such communities. Therefore, this is a very good example of civil 
liberty and the struggle for rights. 

It is important for the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory to support 
these events. We plan to give an information message about Operation 
North. Recently, we have likewise supported the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 
Church’s event on the Lviv Pseudo-Council of 1946, also an operation by 
the secret services of the totalitarian regime, aimed to violate the rights of 
religious communities. That is why this is also important history for us. 

We call not only to hold conferences, but also to create educational 
materials, exhibitions, brochures, and shoot videos. For our part, we will 
be happy to help various religious organizations to show that this is a 
path of courage and struggle for dignity. The Institute of National Memory 
is interested in restoring historical memory and historical truth, including 
the events of Operation North because it teaches about civic courage and 
humanity. Thousands of people who were taken from their homes and 
deported to Siberia and were given the right to return from those settlements 
only a decade later are an example of courage, civic responsibility, and an 
example of religious loyalty and victory. These are both examples for our 
time, for people of different generations, even different religions. That is why 
it is very important to speak of this courage and to pay tribute specifically 
to those people and the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses who have not 
renounced their right or their faith. This is a very instructive story that teaches 
us how to act if the state starts to get out of control. 

Unfortunately, I do not share the optimism that this could be a guarantee 
against the recurrence of something similar, and I am not sure that the world 
is safe from the recurrence of such things. But it will definitely help us to 
know clearly what to do in such cases when new signs of totalitarianism 
appear. The example of Jehovah’s Witnesses is one example of what to do, 
namely, do not betray what you believe in, what you are entitled to, and what 
you are convinced of. 

____________

This is the example of courage,  
civic responsibility, and an example  
of religious loyalty and victory 

____________

____________

The example of Jehovah’s Witnesses  
is one example of what to do 

____________
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Religious scholars should not favor any religious denominations over 
others. We seek to maintain an equal opinion towards all the denominations 
that exist in Ukraine, which number up to one hundred. That is not an easy 
task to do. When it comes to Jehovah’s Witnesses, I owe to Yurchyshyn 
Roman Kyrylovych in the first place. He entered our circle of religious 
scholars, and we got in touch with Jehovah’s Witnesses even more than 
with other Protestant denominations: in particular Baptists, Adventists, or 
Pentecostals. They frequently reach out to us, and we advise them on what 
to do. We printed a ten-volume edition, “The history of religion in Ukraine”.  
A big chapter in volume 6 is dedicated to Jehovah’s Witnesses. In addition, 
there is an entry about Jehovah’s Witnesses in our Dictionary of Religious 
Studies. A handbook on Ukrainian Religious studies is currently being 
finalized for publication. It also contains several articles about Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Speaking of the status of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine, we do 
not criticize them. We do not criticize anyone in our publications. We present 
a fair picture of doctrinal, ceremonial, and organizational peculiarities of 
various denominations. 

I would like to point out that it is sometimes said about Jehovah’s 
Witnesses: “They are not Christians. They are a Protestant denomination”.  
When Jehovah’s Witnesses are claimed to be Christians, sometimes this 
objection is put forward: “They do not believe in the Holy Trinity”. There are 
other denominations that do not believe in the Holy Trinity. It cannot be used 
as an argument. 

We are on friendly terms with Jehovah’s Witnesses. We have visited 
Bethel and attended conferences of Jehovah’s Witnesses. We also get 

 ANATOLIY KOLODNYI  —  
PhD, Professor, Head of Ukrainian 
Association of Researchers of Religion

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH

____________

Jehovah’s Witnesses are Christians 
____________
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together in Skhidnytsia, which is the hometown of Yurchyshyn Roman 
Kyrylovych. We attend their services, and we receive a warm welcome there. 
I would also like to mention that Witnesses turn to us for advice. When the 
question of expertise arises because they cannot get approval, we write 
expert assessments of their publications. It is commendable. They started 
conducting their services at their assemblies in Ukrainian as we so advised. 
Now they are Russian and Ukrainian speaking. This reconfirms that they 
exist and act in Ukraine. 

I would like to say that you should not maintain neutrality as you do 
in political matters. You shouldn’t remain socially neutral. You exist in the 
society among people. Therefore, you should take action, such as doing 
charity work. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that there is a Ukrainian 
Council of Religious organizations. You should go there and declare yourself. 
The rights of your religious organization should be protected by none other 
than you. That is why we invite you to participate in this Ukrainian Council. It 
will only do you good. This way you will increase awareness and get people 
to respect you. 
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Nowadays Jehovah’s Witnesses are well known for their preaching 
work. However, it should be mentioned that there are unknown pages of 
their 120-year-old history in Ukraine. This event is dedicated to one of such 
pages of their history, that is confiscation of property, deportation to Siberia, 
and inhumane working and living conditions. 

It is better to hear about it from the deportees themselves. I present to 
you a video “70 years after operation “NORTH” which conveys their vitality, 
endurance, and conclusions they made as well as it shows how it all affected 
their lives. 

This video is just a part of our unique project. We gathered testimony 
of eyewitnesses, their photographs, and gigabytes of archival documents 
from 7 countries. We conducted a large-scale survey to find out that 130 
deportees are still alive and live in different regions of Ukraine. To preserve 
this unique testimony, we created a special platform, namely, a website 
1951deport.org which we are proud to present at today’s event. In addition, 
we created a 3D tour that includes events, documents, and testimonies from 
Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. 

All this was made possible by the work of dozens of volunteers.

IVAN RIHER  —  
spokesman for Jehovah’s Witnesses  
in Ukraine

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH
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VIKTOR YELENSKYI  —  
PhD, Professor, Principal Researcher  
of the Kuras Institute of Political  
and Ethnic Research of National Academy  
of Sciences of Ukraine (Ukraine)

“SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY: 
HOW TOTALITARIANISM TRIED 
TO BECOME A “CHURCH”  
BUT FAILED”

At the very height of the Perestroika process I was able to conduct many 
interviews with representatives of different protestant movements and with 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. One of these conversations I remember very well. It 
took place in Vuhlehirsk in Donetsk Region where there was a large group of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. All or most of them originally came from the Western 
Ukraine. They all used to be in exile in the special settlements in Oblast Irkutsk 
and their children were born in the settlement station Zima or in Bratsk. 
They were not allowed to return to Western Ukraine, and they settled down 
in the Donbass area.  Coal miners there could be exempted from military 
service. One of the Witnesses I talked to stayed in my memory because this 
man did not insist that the government should treat Jehovah’s Witnesses 
with more softness. Unlike many others, this man emphasized that Siberia 
strengthens the faith. He frequently repeated that there is nothing like cold 
to harden your faith. And one thing he said that I especially remember was 
that “with this government we can never coexist. There could be no peaceful 
coexistence between us because they claim for themselves something we 
cannot surrender.”

Orthodox Father Sergei Bulgakov expressed the same thought much 
earlier and in nearly the same words. He said that socialism (meaning the 
version of socialism that was a forerunner of Bolshevism) could not be 
reconciled either with Christianity nor with religion as such, simply because 

____________

One of the Witnesses said that  
“with this government we can never coexist. 

There could be no peaceful coexistence  
between us because they claim for themselves 

something we cannot surrender”  
____________
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it claims the position of an all-embracing and global religion for itself. Soviet 
theorists used to say that the religious policy of the Soviet Union was 
based on the foundation of Marxism. I think that if Karl Marx himself got 
acquainted with the views of some Soviet leaders on religion and with their 
religious politics, he would likely disagree with calling either these politics 
or the people Marxist. Marx, as we remember, wrote that religion would 
gradually disappear, as socialism would progress. In the Soviet Union this 
quotation, or rather this piece from Marx’ work started being quoted not 
before the Perestroika times. Before, this thought of religion that should 
gradually disappear as socialism makes progress was rather forgotten. There 
was much more talk about socialism that was destroying or had already 
destroyed the very roots of religion, so religion remained with only cultural 
or epistemological roots that would disappear rather swiftly as socialism 
progressed and entered the phase of communism. And earlier they kept 
saying that as socialism progresses the class struggle is aggravated, so this 
aggravation of class struggle leads to the heightened resistance among the 
remnants of exploiting classes to which the spiritual layer of society was 
also counted. This is why some special repression methods needed to be 
applied against these people. All this, as we remember, led to much tragedy, 
to the extermination of the big part of clergy, believers, and laymen. Adding 
to this, only in 1987 in front of Polish intellectuals, for whom it was a very 
sensitive topic, Gorbachev shyly admitted: “We, the communists, did mess 
up a lot here.” The political course towards religion, churches and believers 
that was pursued in the Soviet Union and in several other soviet-oriented 
countries could hardly be called atheistic. We could hardly call atheistic 
such policy and practice that required a parting speech of the Secretary-
General who was travelling on vacation from Odessa to Varna to be learned 
as a holy script. We can hardly call this an atheistic experiment, when some 
likeness of Holy Scriptures is created, that is not subject to any revision, 
only time-serving interpretations; when a cult of worship, places of worship, 
and eschatological perspective of a kind of God’s Kingdom on earth are all 
created. All of this shows little correlation to the critical atheistic approach 
and atheistic implacable animosity towards any cult.

However, now I would like to draw your attention to the fact that 
religious politics in the countries of the Soviet bloc were not homogeneous. 
To address this very briefly, I would say there were five sub-models of 
implementing such politics. The first one — the Albanian model of secular 
absolutism, when just one day in 1967 it was announced that Albania is the 
only country where atheism attained full victory and all mosques, prayer 
houses, Orthodox and Catholic churches would be closed, and all religious 
expressions would be persecuted. 

____________

The political course towards religion,  
churches and believers that was pursued in  

The Soviet Union could hardly be called atheistic. 
All of this shows little correlation to  

The critical atheistic approach and atheistic  
implacable animosity towards any cult 

____________
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The next model — antagonistic separation between church and state, 
which was deployed in the Soviet Union, and which we apparently know 
best. 

The third model — unequal union of the majority church and state. This 
one was implemented in Romania, Bulgaria and to some extent, Socialistic 
Republic of Macedonia, where the leaders recognized the role of the 
Orthodox church in the national history. They recognized it as an important 
institute of affirmation of a nation on the map of Europe. We remember 
that the Politburo of the Communist party of Bulgaria was involved in the 
decision on the Patriarchy for the Bulgarian Orthodox church and leaders 
of the Socialist Republic of Macedonia promoted the Autocephaly of 
Macedonia Orthodox church. We remember the role of orthodoxy in the 
special “Romanian course” chosen by Romanian dictator Ceausescu. 

The fourth model is a liberal one. However, it can be considered such 
only in a relative sense if we talk of religious politics in East Germany and 
Hungary. Still, when compared with Soviet Union, there were some elements 
of churches present in the public sphere in those countries

 And the fifth model is the one of continuous and exhausting competition 
between the Church and the state as it was in Poland and Serbia. In those 
countries the church did not simply enjoy special support among people, 
among Serbian and Polish people correspondingly, but as it was in the 
case of Serbia, the church remained the only refuge for Serbian national 
sentiments which could not be destroyed by the politics of socialist self-
management of the nation as deployed by Josip Broz Tito.

I covered all these models very briefly, but the most important point is 
that we could find out one pattern, namely, all communist regimes started 
their policy from the same page. They started their policy from terror against 
church, from confiscation of church property, and incarceration of church 
leaders, even such extremely popular ones as for example the Catholic 
Primate Stefan Wyszynski, mentor of the future Pope, John II. 

But, please note that after a while these political approaches change. 
They change because the government and the regime met with different 
resistance levels within the society. And in situations where this resistance 
level is very strong, it is impossible to ignore it. And they met with different 
resistance levels because churches or religious institutions enjoy different 
levels of support within the society. For example, in Albania, Islam, Catholic 
as well as Orthodox churches were considered foreign religions and were 
viewed as instruments of penetration or even seizure used by Turkey, the 
Russian Empire, the Vatican and Austria-Hungary. Meanwhile, in Poland, 
Catholic pilgrimages gathered millions of Catholics. No political decisions 
and no changes in Poland could be undertaken without consulting the 
Catholic church. All these things are very well known, and, I think, we can 
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conclude that the severity of the communist political measures against 
churches depended to a large extent on the resistance levels which, in their 
turn and this should be highlighted, depended on the influence of a religious 
institution. And influence of a religious institution to a large extent depended 
on the role the religious institution that included the majority of the population 
played during very culmination stages of state and nation establishing. From 
this viewpoint it becomes understandable why we have such a difference 
in the religious behavior of Czechs and Slovaks, even though they used 
to comprise one state for a long time. And even the difference in religious 
attitudes between the Western and Eastern Ukraine could be largely 
explained not by the fact that the Western part of Ukraine, as they used to 
say in the socialist times, joined the path of socialistic development later in 
time, and that forceful secularization there was not as hard as in the larger 
part of the Ukraine. It was simply that the church was playing a different role 
in the life of the people of Galicia than it was with the people in Central and 
Eastern Ukraine. 

Pay your attention that the government of the Soviet Union as centralized 
and bureaucratic as it was, came to recognize that they could not implement 
the same religious policy in Lithuania and in Belarus, in Western Ukraine 
and in central Russia, in Baltic republics and in Central Asia. One way or 
another, Central Asia kept its Islamic connections despite all politics and 
repressions, despite the fact of demonstratory occasional exposures of 
school headmasters, who, for example, performed roles of religious mullahs 
in Uzbekistan. They also failed to uproot bride price and blood revenge in 
Caucasian Republics, the rites which date back to Islamic times. 

And I would like to mention that during the antireligious campaign of 
Khrushchev, when the Ukrainian government received an order to close half 
of all Orthodox parishes in Ukraine, they did it exclusively with the parishes 
in the eastern Ukraine. Consequently, in the Zaporizhzhya Region only 9 
churches were left, and in Crimea, 14 churches were left, but in the Western 
Ukraine this campaign met with serious resistance, even mass riots and 
refusal to go to work, which eventually doomed the plan of closing parishes 
to failure. 

Also, the Soviet religious policy was always wavering between two 
opposites. One was certainly intent on demolishing religion. Another opposite 
represented a rather pragmatic approach, that intended to use religion and 
religious institutions for reaching political goals, often foreign political goals 
at the international level. The tension between these two opposites went 
from one side to another, as it was after the war with Stalin’s orthodox 
project and later with the antireligious campaign of Khrushchev when the 
ideological pendulum went to the other side. Yet even before Perestroika 
the Communist party of Ukraine and Communist party of the Soviet Union 
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Union has never turned away from its atheistic propaganda. There were one 
million atheistic lectures delivered throughout the Soviet Union in 1984. This 
is a dazzling number, even if it was generously rounded up. 

So, what happened to this so-called religion, or the attempt to become 
a religion, to establish God’s Kingdom on earth, to create holy writings and 
own cultural framework? To a large extent this experiment went the way the 
whole of the Soviet Union went, and this was the end. In the second half 
of the 1970s we can observe nearly everywhere in the world beginnings 
of the processes that could be called the processes of return of religion to 
the public domain. There was the Islamic uplift, and not in connection to 
Iran only. There was the second Сatholic democratization wave, as Samuel 
Huntington called it, starting from Latin America to the Philippines. There 
was the evangelical revival in the United States, new religious movements 
boom and, finally, a great religious uplift behind the iron curtain.

Even through such schematic overview it becomes clear that the 
religious uplift had started much earlier than it was officially approved by 
“the top”. It had started approximately 15 years before the Soviet Union fell 
apart. Human rights activist Zoya Krakhmalnikova recollected that all her 
friends and many of her acquaintances all got baptized in the same year, 
1977. At this time, at the end of the 1970s, we observed a rising interest 
in religious literature, in foreign radio stations that transmitted religious 
programs, and in many religious experiences. Many intellectuals turned to 
religion. The number of baptized individuals skyrocketed and the demand 
for Bible increased greatly. This turn towards religion to a large extent 
indicated the decline of the experiment on trying to create a quasi-religion. 
The ideals that were meant to be in the foundation of this quasi-religion were 
discredited. They were viewed much as the ancient Romans would view a 
statue of a past Emperor. The head of this statue would be already taken off, 
and the new head was not there yet. It was not sacred anymore. Its priests 
still brought offerings to it, but they would mock its ideals behind the back 
and joke sarcastically that in 1980 that instead of promised communism we 
got Olympic games. Returning to religion meant the end of the Soviet quasi-
religion.  Тotalitarianism failed to become a church. Pentecostal movement 
in Kansas and Russian Social Democratic Workers Party emerged almost at 
the same time – at the very beginning of the 20th century.  Towards the end 
of the 20th century this party ceased to exist, but the Pentecostal movement 
counted over 400 million believers. 

The man from Vuhlehirsk I spoke with was right. And I know that his 
fellow believers are having a hard time both in the occupied territories of 
Crimea and Donbas and in Russia. I want to express my solidarity with all 
Jehovah’s Witnesses there, who are being persecuted, imprisoned and given 
prison sentences unthinkable even by Soviet standards. The persecutors 
will perish, but your faith will remain.
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I have been researching the topic of religious persecution for 16 years and 
that is why I’ve processed archive documents of Moldova, Ukraine, Russia 
and Estonia, including the archives of state security bodies. I also interviewed 
about 400 eyewitnesses and victims from various religious denominations.

Two points should be emphasized here. First, Operation North is just one 
page in the history of the denomination of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Second, 
regardless of the number of sources surveyed and eyewitnesses questioned, 
historical data are constantly being refined and adjusted. This also applies 

to Operation North. I continue researching and defining the details of the 
operation. Even the declassified archives of the MSS do not provide a 
complete picture of this deportation. For example, the archives of the Ministry 
of Internal Affairs of the Baltic States provide scant information on the exile 
process yet describe in detail the process of travel to Siberia. However, the 
archives of the Ukrainian MSS describe in detail the process of preparation for 
the operation and report in detail on each region but say almost nothing about 
the process of travel to Siberia. We’ve received some pieces of information 
from eyewitness accounts. Nevertheless, what was in one wagon could totally 
differ from conditions in other parts of the echelon. Therefore, the information 
has to be compared and verified. Another difficulty is that we do not have the 
archives that were compiled for each family during the deportation, describing 
in particular the confiscated property. We also do not have data and archival 
documents from Belarus. Scientists from Belarus have recently noted that 
in Belarus “the archives of the Committee for State Security are completely 
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closed for research.”  Therefore, the data that are presented to date may be 
adjusted or clarified over time.

What is the essence of Operation North and 
why such a name was chosen?

In February 1951, under the label “top secret”, Viktor 
Abakumov, who was then the Minister of State Security of 
the USSR, gave Joseph Stalin the latest version of the plan 
for the most massive confessional deportation in the history 
of the USSR – Operation North. In early April 1951, it was 
planned to deport almost 10,000 people from six republics 
to Siberia in just one day only because they were active 
members of the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses. The 
deportation was organized as a military operation. Several 
ministries of the USSR were involved. Only two hours were 
given on short notice. One family was allowed to take no 
more than 1.5 tons of personal belongings with them. 
The rest of their belongings – houses, tools, furniture and 
livestock – were withdrawn and confiscated in favour of 
local collective farms. Later on, all these people in Ukraine 
were loaded into nine echelons and 450 wagons. One 
echelon was formed of exiles from the Baltic countries, and two echelons from 
Moldova. The Irkutsk and Tomsk regions were planned to be the final points 
of deportation, obviously, that is why the operation was code-named North.

Why did the Witnesses receive so much attention from the 
Soviet authorities?

Until the expansion of borders in 1939, Jehovah’s Witnesses had not 
come under the close scrutiny of the Soviet government. And they were not 
given much attention until there appeared a large center in the western regions 
of the country. In addition, the Witnesses were the best organized religious 
underground structure in those lands. In particular, they had a sophisticated 

coding system of reports, a unique conspiracy and secret bunkers for printing 
literature. Moreover, later on, when the Ministry of State Security began 
introducing its agents into the ranks of the organization, the Witnesses applied 
counter methods, having learned of the plans of state security agencies. 
The authorities, which at the time claimed to have full control over all areas 
of their citizens’ lives, could not tolerate this. And although the Witnesses 
made several attempts to register their community, authorities continued to 
persecute them. Thus, in the last attempt to register the community in 1949, 
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they were asked to publish their literature in the party printing offices, and to 
glorify Stalin and party policy in their sermons. Adhering to the principle of 
complete political neutrality, the Witnesses could not agree with this.

How did the MSS 
know how many 
people to deport? 
Who compiled the 
lists of believers?

The list of people 
to be deported was 
compiled by local 
authorities, mostly by 
village councils. That is 
why there were repeated 
cases of warnings about 
the deportation on behalf 
of relatives or sympathizers who worked in the village council. Such lists 
were later undersigned by the special council of the Ministry of State Security 
“backdating” more than six months after the operation. The theory that the 
lists were prepared by recruited MSS agents is not reliable. True, the MSS 
agents were in the ranks of the organization. Yet, their number was not enough 
to make lists for each village.

How many troops and forces were used for the operation? 
Was there a problem with the troops?

According to the plan of the Minister of State Security of the USSR and the 
internal documentation of the MSS, Operation North was to begin on April 1 in 
six republics of the USSR. Prior to that date, troops and equipment had been 
mobilized in these countries. However, just a few days before the operation, it 
was decided to carry it out in several stages. On April 1 in Moldova, Belarus, 
and the Baltic States, and on April 8 in Ukraine, where Operation North was 
carried out as a part of Operation “Troika”, meaning that the Witnesses were 
exiled with two other categories of people. Most likely, such changes in the 
term of deportation were associated with the lack of troops. For the same 
reason, deportation from one of the Ukraine’s regions, namely Transcarpathia, 
was not carried out, even though special wagons were even set up and lists 
of people to be deported to Siberia were prepared.

In total, in Ukraine, together with the guardianship of echelons, almost 
20,000 soldiers and subordinates of the MSS as well as 2,640 units of military 
equipment were involved. Thus, in particular, the 65th rifle division was 
involved. In Moldova, about 3,000 soldiers and subordinates of MSS and 415 
units of military equipment were involved.

How many people were exiled?
Unfortunately, even here the “over fulfillment of plans”, so typical for the 

USSR, was applied. Despite the fact that in almost all republics there were 
those who were not exiled for various reasons, the MSS managed to “overfulfill 
the plan” and exile more people than initially planned. Moldova ranks first in 
this list. It was originally planned to deport 1,675 people from this country, 
but, in fact, almost 1,000 more people were deported. In Ukraine as well, 
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been excluded. In Lithuania, they sent twice as many as planned. In total, we 
estimate that at least 9,793 people were deported. However, unfortunately, 
we still do not have data from Belarus.

Why is it called the largest mass deportation held in the 
USSR?

In line with our study research, we made a research concerning the 
deportation issue of other denominations: in particular, the deportations of 
such religious groups as the True Orthodox Christians (1944), the Adventist 
Reformists, and the Innocents (1952). Yes, indeed, these denominations were 

also persecuted by the Soviet authorities. But when comparing the number 
of deportees, Jehovah’s Witnesses outnumber other denominations. This is 
evidenced, in particular, by the certificate on the number of special settlers in 
1953, where the Witnesses are the largest religious group among the lists of 
deportees to Siberia.

Was there a possibility to avoid deportation?
Yes, there was more than one opportunity to stay. This 

fact is determinant and unique in relation to other Soviet 
deportations. Unlike political convicts, Witnesses did have 
the opportunity to avoid deportation, by the way, twice. First, 
many Witnesses were aware of their deportation, but remained 
at home at the time of deportation. Second, most Witnesses 
were given the opportunity to renounce their faith and stay 
at home. There was no special form of renunciation of faith. 
However, very often the leaders of the groups, on their own 
initiative, offered to sign a renunciation of the faith. Such cases, for example, 
were not uncommon during the operation in Ukraine. If the family agreed, they 
were placed in a category that at the time of deportation had converted to 
another religion and such a family would not be deported.

We do not know all the details of the operation, but we know that in 
Drohobych region (which became a part of Lviv region in 1959) five families 
were left for this reason. This is the only fact that I had ever encountered in 
the documents not only in Ukraine, but also in other republics of the USSR.

However, I’d like to emphasize that the very fact of the possibility of such an 
alternative suggests that the authorities subconsciously understood that these 
people were not criminals. We have seen the same before under the Nazi regime.
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Was there a difference in deportation between the 
republics?

The operation in Moldova and the Baltic States was less humane than in 
Ukraine. Why so? In many regions of Ukraine, the reports contain information 
about those who were not deported to Siberia for various reasons. For 
example, if someone was a hero of labor, served in the army or had other 
merits before the Soviet government, or just was in poor physical condition, 
such person was not deported. However, for example, in the Baltics there is 
a case when even Komsomol members were deported together with their 
religious mother; and in Moldova even recumbent people were deported. The 
most striking example of inhumane treatment in Moldova is the case of a 
mother who was sent with a baby with meningitis, who later died in the wagon. 
Besides, among the Moldovan documents, there are often cases of thorough 
searches for believers who were not at home at the time of deportation. Such 
searches were carried out even in neighbouring areas. One of two echelons 
of Moldova was detained due to a search for such people. In Ukraine, such 
cases were extremely rare. In my opinion, since this was the first stage of the 
operation, it was caused by the desire to gain favour with the senior staff.

Were there any deaths in the wagons?
Definitely, there were 

deaths. We know for sure about 
the death of 76-year-old Peyu 
Eduard Yakubovych in the Baltic 
echelon and the death of Vizniak 
Mariia Oleksandrivna’s 9-month-
old child in the Moldovan 
echelon. As recollected by 
Ukrainian believers, two people 
died in the Ukrainian echelons. 
The surnames of these people 

are now being clarified. Along with this, we 
also know about the birth of children during 
the trip. We know exactly about the birth 
of four children in the Moldovan echelons. 
There were triplets among them. The fact 
of children being born was also confirmed 
concerning the Ukrainian echelons. 
However, the exact number of newborns is 
not yet known.

What were the conditions of transportation of believers? 
Were they fed in wagons and how often? Why are eyewitness 
accounts so different?

The travel to Siberia lasted from two to three weeks. Most likely, the 
Moldovans were the first who arrived. They were taken out on April 2, and on 
April 13 and 14 they were brought to the Tomsk region: that is, in less than 
two weeks. However, on average the transportation lasted from two to three 
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conditions. Eyewitnesses often mentioned that there was an overpowering 
stench in the wagons because they had been used for cattle transportation 
before. This was noted in the reports even by MSS employees and chiefs of 
echelons. At this, children made up one third of the total number of all deported 
people. In one case, the chief of the echelon personally wrote a report to 
the head of the MSS, where he expressed his indignation over the terrible 
unsanitary conditions of the transportation. As for the food, it was prepared 
at stations in local canteens or special institutions (and even in restaurants) 
before the arrival of trains. When it comes to feeding during deportation, the 
testimonies vary indeed. Some recall that there was a daily food delivery, while 
others were often hungry during the trip. It depended on the circumstances 
in each echelon. In particular, we examined a document of the Baltic echelon, 
which provided for the daily delivery of food at large stations. However, due 
to the slow movement of the train, the stop at many stations was not made. 
Unfortunately, in such cases, the believers were left without food.

What was the situation with the believers in the new 
place? Were they kept under surveillance and continued to 
be persecuted?

Each village in Siberia received believers to the best of its ability. Some 
settled believers in barracks, others settled people with other families, others 
lived together with 3-4 families in small rooms, and still others even had to build 
dugouts from improvised materials that they took with them or were given on 
site. They continued to be surveilled at the new place of settlement and related 
reports were sent to the senior staff. Here is what the Commissioner of the 
Council in the Irkutsk region Zhytov, wrote about the Witnesses (as translated 
from Russian): “Jehovah’s Witnesses are the largest group in number, the 
most evil and ferocious, obsessed with animal hatred of the Soviet regime.” 
However, the commissioner himself noted the diligence and industriousness 
of the believers. If the Witnesses continued to preach actively, they were 
threatened with deportation to eastern Siberia. It was ridiculous. Believers 
were already in exile, and they were threatened to be sent even further.

How many people were left? Did they continue to persecute 
those believers who remained?

There were about 2,000 believers left in Ukraine. 
Most of them dwelled in Transcarpathia. It was surely 
not easy for those who remained. Under the Stalin 
regime, the storage of literature was punishable by 
up to 25 years in prison. This term was later reduced 
to 10 years. For storing literature and participating in 
religious meetings, they were often fined. There is a 
document attesting to the fact that a person was fined 
“for faith in God!” Even later on, in atheistic literature, 
it was pointed out that, contrary to popular belief, the 
literature of Witnesses was not political in nature.
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Do we have the lists of all deportees?
At present, by efforts of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia, Estonia, and 

Lithuania there have been compiled lists of all those deported from those 
countries. The archival documents of the MSS of Moldova contain a list of 
believers by name, even by echelon wagons. In Ukraine, the list of deportees 
to Siberia was compiled by the believers themselves in 1952. After verifying 
the data, this list can be made available to the general public.

Did the operation succeed?
The ultimate goal of the operation set by Viktor Abakumov was “cessation 

of further activities” of the community. However, the result was the opposite! 
Further actions only contributed to the spread of the Witnesses’ doctrine 
throughout the USSR. First, before 1951, the Witnesses were known only in 
the western regions of the country and only small centers operated in other 
regions of the country. Thanks to Operation North, the Soviet government 
sent almost 10,000 preachers to the eastern regions of its territory. Second, by 
forbidding the Witnesses from returning to their homeland after their release in 
1965, the USSR government spread these preachers throughout the Union, 
from the Crimea and up to the Caucasus.

This suggests that the forceful methods of 
fighting the religion are doomed to fail. Moreover, 
by resorting to the possibilities of a totalitarian 
regime, one can suffer from it. A clear example 
of this is the fate of Viktor Abakumov himself, 
the inventor of the idea of deporting Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Interestingly, three months after 
Operation North, the USSR Minister of State 
Security was arrested for high treason and 
shot three years later. Thus, the author of the 
inhumane idea of deportation suffered from the 
totalitarian machine he himself had created.
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I studied the subject of repressions of Jehovah’s Witnesses when I 
was preparing for my doctorate at University in Poland. For five years, 
until 2016, I used to travel to Russia. In 2017, Jehovah’s Witnesses were 
banned, so I had to stop my trips, as well as interviews and collection of 
documents. This research was funded by the Polish University. I received 
a scholarship, two grants, and two awards to research repressions and 
damage that the repressed people sustained. 

I was searching for those who had been 
subjected to deportation in 1951 or repressed 
otherwise. It was not difficult to find such Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. In my opinion, in every congregation, 
there are people who either remember deportation 
or were sent to GULAG camps themselves or 
suffered repression. This research is of great 
interest from the cultural, anthropological, maybe 
historical, and sociological points of view. Not 
only did I collect memories and stories, but 
I also participated in the lives of those people. 
Sometimes it was the only option. For instance, 
once I was looking for a hotel in the hinterland of 
Siberia where I could stay for several days and 
interview people. I was told that the place was near Irkutsk or Angarsk 
and that the journey would take 4 hours by train. I was promised to find 
many deportees from Ukraine because they still lived there. So, I went 
there and they agreed to accommodate me in their houses, which was 
interesting for me as a researcher because I could watch their everyday 
life. I could observe the lives of people who had settled in Siberia and 
decided not to come back to Ukraine. 

First, I applied the principle of a renowned Polish sociologist, Florian 
Znanietski, who recommended using the humanistic coefficient while 
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conducting social research, that is, seeing the reality through the eyes of 
the people involved without passing judgment. Second, I asked myself: 
“What do these people remember? Why do they remember these events? 
How are these memories passed on, from generation to generation or 
within the group? What events do they reminisce about, and how do 
they talk about them?” There was also the question of mental trauma. 
“How did they handle it, how did they get over it, and how do they live 
now after everything they have suffered from the Soviet government?” 
Another interesting point was their culture and spiritual life when 
Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned in times of the Soviet Union. How did 
they manage to satisfy their spiritual needs when it was officially banned? 

Exploring this subject, one can easily draw parallels between the 
treatment of Jehovah’s Witnesses by authorities in the Soviet Union 
and Nazi Germany. And the way I see it, in today’s Russia, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses are treated similarly as they were treated by Hitler. That makes 
me wonder: “What is the phenomenon of Jehovah’s Witnesses? What 
distinguishes them from other religious groups?”. Within five years I 
managed to conduct dozens of interviews, and those people told me about 

their lives. There is a photo that depicts a 
congregation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
the Lviv region before the deportation. It 
was taken in the 1920s, before the war. 
They tend to idealize that period; they 
say they had it all. In German, it is called 
“Heimat”, which means “little Motherland”, 
where they were born. They had animals, 
cattle, and houses. But they were forced to 
abandon all of that and live under different 
conditions. I also applied the principle of 
Denzin, the sociologist who recommended 
triangulation of sources. It meant that I had 

to combine multiple sources of information, supplementing interviews and 
memories with documents and material objects which could also provide 
credible evidence. In addition, I was allowed to copy photographs. For 
instance, there was a photo of a barrack in Central Khazan, as well as 
photos that captured scenes from their everyday life in Siberia: their work, 
their spiritual events, formation of new congregations. Some photos show 
how they conducted their meetings, weddings, and organized choirs. The 
folklore of the deportees, which was mainly oral creativity, is of interest, 
too. It included 
poetry and songs 
performed by 
the deportees in 
different versions. 

To summa-
rize my research, 
here are some of 
the conclusions 
I made. First, I 
would like to em-
phasize the great-
est significance 
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shock. Of course, other deportees to Siberia suffered the same, as they 
had to live in unbearable and severe conditions which included cold, hu-
midity, remoteness, swarms of insects, and so on. Polish scholars who 
researched the Poles deported to Siberia for religious or other reasons 
in the 1930s and 1940s (e.g. Kowalska or Kozd) claimed that the circum-
stances forced people to compromise the full adherence to formal moral 
and ethical principles. “It resulted in negligence or sporadic adherence 
to religious standards” , as Kowalska states in her paperwork of 2002. 
In her research of 2008, Katarzhina Kozd mentions moral ambivalence 
and emphasizes that new realities required transformation of basic com-
mandments, such as “do not steal”, “do not bear false witness”, “do not 
lie”, “respect your neighbor”. In her view, violation of religious standards 
could help relieve the burden of hardships. However, a thorough anal-
ysis of the deported Jehovah’s Witnesses leads to the conclusion that 
in their case things were different. Already during the deportation, the 
members of the community saw the contrast between their behavior and 
that of other deportees. This is how one woman commented on what was 
happening in freight wagons during the deportation: “The worldly people 
were crying during the whole travel and ours were singing”. The lives of 
my interviewees were defined by constant moral and ethical values. It 
never occurred to them to compromise their convictions. The conscience 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses did not allow them to compromise their beliefs 
in order to either establish their livelihood or to get an accommodation 
or to improve their working conditions. They had a chance to cooperate 
with the authorities, but they would not accept that even under severe 
conditions. An interview with a woman named Halya comes to my mind. 
She was deported with her husband from the West of Ukraine. In a year, 
her husband was sent to GULAG for several months while she was preg-
nant with their fifth child. Their grandfather was on his deathbed, and 
their cow had been hit by a train. Halya was all alone when KGB officers 
appeared and offered to improve her living conditions in exchange for her 
collaboration. 

The interviewees believed that the increase in their membership was 
one of the blessings for their commitment to biblical ideals. The conduct 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses did not go unnoticed. It affected and impressed 
people who were watching them. I had an opportunity to interview people 
from Riga and Lviv who were sent to GULAG (Siberia) and called themselves 
freedom fighters. They fought for the freedom of their country. They met 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in the camp. These people noted that Jehovah’s 
Witnesses demonstrated behavior different from that of the other people 
in the camp.  They helped each other and their neighbors; they shared 
food and packages. They had inner strength and certain principles which 
they faithfully observed. It had such a huge impact on people, that those 
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watching Jehovah’s Witnesses would adopt their beliefs over time and 
leave GULAG as baptized members of the congregation, although the 
procedure of baptism was forbidden and almost impossible to carry out. 

I had an interesting interview with a woman who worked as a guard 
in prison. She worked and guarded Jehovah’s Witnesses in Astana in the 
1950s and 1960s, and she quit the job in 1972. We met in Kaliningrad 
where she had moved to live with her daughter. She reported that she 
would always remember the way Jehovah’s Witnesses behaved. They 
did not quarrel, they were different and treated those who persecuted 
them with respect, and they helped each other. It impressed this woman 
so deeply that at the age of 70, she got baptized and became one of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Among the fierce opponents whom I interviewed, there was an actress 
who appeared in a Soviet propaganda film. There were lots of films against 
religious minorities, among them “God, I love you, life”, “God’s Witnesses”, 
“Armageddon”, and others. This woman’s character in a movie gets into 
a cult and eventually dies. This actress’s husband was a military man. 
He got promoted and was sent to Poland, where she also moved in the 
1980s. At that time the communist government oppressed Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Poland, although not as severely as the Soviet Union did. 
There she met Jehovah’s Witnesses for the first time. She considered 
them to be a dangerous cult, but later she changed her mind and became 
a member of this religious group. Why am I bringing this up? Because 
I heard a lot about how the behavior of Jehovah’s Witnesses affected 
people in camps and exiles. But when I started doing my research, I met 
people who could tell me how it really had happened. Snowball sampling 
is a very interesting method used in sociological science. During a survey, 
you ask a person: “Do you know anyone who can talk about the same 
situation? Could I call them and ask if they would agree to talk?” I applied 
this method to find as many sources as possible who could tell me about 
the past. Unconditional commitment to biblical principles, upholding 
human values, and loyalty to their convictions posed a great challenge 
to totalitarianism of that time. It was so unique at the camp that it could 
not but attract people’s attention. As a result, this small group stood out 
among other prisoners. The heroism and altruistic attitude of the believers 
made a lasting impression on those who were once opposed to them. 
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various elements. Regular religious meetings were an important part of 
this cultural life. They were organized even in extreme conditions at risk 
to their lives, their freedom, and at risk of receiving fines. Such meetings 
included the annual Memorial of Jesus Christ’s death, organized choirs 
where participants sang songs, composed poetry, memorized passages 
from the Bible, and recited them. Wedding reception programs were really 
interesting as they were used as occasions for religious meetings. At 
such events, biblical truths were taught through theatrical performances 
using costumes, decorations, and props. Reminiscences of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses contain images from the past which are of great importance 
for today’s religious community. When the interviewees told me about 
their life events, the first thing that came to their mind was the cruel 
deportation, the journey in inhumane conditions in cattle and freight 
wagons which took from two to over three weeks. However, it is worth 
mentioning that to the same extent, they told about the spiritual aspect 

of their own life or the life of the community. They remember organized 
religious meetings, preaching God’s Word, printing and distributing the 
banned literature. They also mention what religious scholars call rituals 
and customs, namely baptism, prayer, and reading the Bible together. 
Deportation became a meaningful page of their life. Accounts that we 
now remember contain memories of pain and suffering.

When I was preparing for my trips, I expected to meet depressed 
and sullen people considering how much they had been through. I met 
parents whose children were taken away and placed into orphanages. 
I met children who were taken away from their parents as well. I also 
interviewed people who had tried to crack their heads on the walls of an 
interrogation room, and those who had experienced attempted rape, or 
those who had faced a threat of being sent to a mental facility. In fact, 
upon meeting those people I thought that I wanted to have the same 
mindset and attitude towards life when I am their age. There is a lot to 
be learned from them. This is the phenomenon of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
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repressed in the Soviet Union. Not just individually but as a group, 
they managed to preserve and deepen their religiousness withstanding 
atheistic Bolshevism which tried all possible means to expel God from 
people’s hearts. So, resistance to totalitarian oppression was common for 
all the members of the community. As already emphasized, the believers 
saw the deportation as Divine providence. They took those circumstances 
as an opportunity to spread God’s Word throughout the places where 
nobody had heard of it before. This understanding is evident from the 
lyrics of songs and poetry: “Maybe it is God’s will for us to be there. 
So many good things happened due to our deportation to Siberia”. Yan 
Asman calls these reminiscences “figures of memory”. Speaking about 
the past, the members of the community emphasize certain values which 
are still important to them. These values include a commitment to biblical, 
moral, and ethical principles, loyalty to one’s convictions, and eagerness 
to uphold the humanity that we all have. 
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I’m a professor of history in the United States. And I’ve spent most of 
my career researching the history of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Soviet 
Union. I stumbled upon this topic and this religious community back as a 
college student. And it made such a strong impression on me that I never 
really stopped researching it. At the time, I have to admit, I had not realized 
there were Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Soviet Union. I certainly had not been 
aware of their decades-long history of persecution. And I definitely didn’t 
know that they had been subject to, not one, but two mass exiles: the first in 
1949 and the second that we are commemorating today in 1951.

Knowing more about their history became my focus, first in my 
undergraduate work, then my graduate studies and, ultimately, in my 
professional career. I wrote a book about their experiences, the history of 
the Witnesses in the Soviet Union, which is the first English-language book 
to tackle the subject in depth. I mention my research because there’s still so 
few scholars who study this community. Many, perhaps most of them, may 
be listening to my remarks right now at this conference because we are such 
a small community. Witnesses’ history, including in the Soviet Union, remains 
relegated to the margins of scholarship. This is unfortunate because this 
history has a lot to tell us about modern life, modern states, religious beliefs, 
and how religious communities have responded under outside pressure. 
This lack of good information on the Witnesses’ history is, in the case of 
the Soviet Union, partly the result of limitations on archival research on the 
topic. To this day, much of the documentation for the 1949 and 1951 exiles 
remains inaccessible to scholars and members of the Witness community. 
Historians have been able to access the exile orders, for example, which 
have been published in multiple books and articles. As a historian, I want to 
know about the Soviet State’s preparation for exile, the planning, the reports 
on how it was carried out, the logistics, the records of the arrival of Witnesses 
in these far-flung locations, how they fared once they were out there. As we 
all know, this documentation exists. Those of us who work on this topic can 
even tell you in some cases exactly where it is, in what archives, in which 
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boxes, files and folders. The real question is when any of us are going to be 
allowed to read it. And in recent years, unfortunately, many materials have 
become less accessible rather than more so in the Russian archives. Here, I 
am probably referring to archival issues well-known to other scholars at the 
conference. Still, it’s worth commenting on it because here we are 70 years 
after the events in question, and this really shouldn’t be an issue or at least 
it shouldn’t be an issue in an open society and with a government that was 
committed to transparency. 

I recall when I was working in one of the Russian state archives many 
years ago, that I found out that it housed at least two major files on Operations 
North and South. So, of course, I asked if they could order them. I was told, 
“Sure, no problem.” As is typical in a Russian archive, I waited. A couple 
days later, I’m told, “The materials are here.” Great, I’m excited. I pick them 
up, take them back to my little reading desk, start to page through them. 
My excited quickly turns to disappointment because I realized the files I had 
been looking for on Operation North and South are, of course, not among 
the papers I’d been given. I’ll note what papers had I been given? A whole 
range of documents on anti-partisan activity in post-war Ukraine. These 
were sensitive materials: reports of Red Army actions against partisans, 
partisan violence — sensitive, sensitive materials. And I asked the archivist 
that day why did I see these materials and, yet, I couldn’t see the files for a 
state operation against a small religious minority from the same time period? 
There was, of course, no real answer. Even now, I think one lesson we might 
take from the exile is that there’s not yet been a state reckoning with what 
was done to the Witnesses in Operations North and South. There was little 
debate then in persecuting Witnesses, and there appears to be little interest 
today in revisiting that wrong. Some of this may have to do with ignorance. 
I know many people are not aware of the events that happened in 1949 and 
1951. But at least – I think at least some of it has to do with enduring state 
hostility to a community that persists today. How else can I, as a historian, 
explain the continuing secrecy and unwillingness to revisit these events, to 
acknowledge them and to account for the suffering that the Soviet State 
inflicted on this community? Moreover, how can we revisit? How can we 
acknowledge and account for what happened if we don’t even ever have a 
chance to learn that entire history through the full record that exists? Until 
some future moment when I hope governments in this region will make 
these records fully known, I’m especially grateful to the historians who have 
pieced together the history of the exiles from what materials do exists and 
especially to the survivors, many of whom have shared their stories in the 
pages of Watchtower literature or have published their own memoirs. Their 
stories, their work to preserve these materials ensures that the persecution 
is not forgotten. And I know that many of you in attendance today are part 
of that effort and have worked in your own lives and careers to carry that 
history forward and to preserve it, and I thank you for that. 

With what time I have left today, I’d like to offer some brief thoughts 
as a long-time researcher on what the 1951 exile can tell us about how 
Jehovah’s Witnesses have responded to persecution. I think you’ll agree 
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with me that this topic is of particular importance today in this region of the 
world where we continue to read reports of discrimination against Witnesses 
but also more disturbing reports about violence, torture, harassment, arrest, 
imprisonment in Russia today and in parts of Ukraine. What we haven’t read 
are accounts of mass exodus from the faith itself. And this brings me to my 
first lesson for the 1951 exile. Lesson one: Harsh persecution has not been 
successful in eliminating Jehovah’s Witnesses. This is probably the biggest 
lesson and, I would argue, the most obvious to everyone gathered here 
today. The fact that we have this gathering, organized in part by Witnesses 
from this region, is itself proof of this lesson. When the Soviet State made 
the decision to exile Witnesses, it did so at least in part under the premise 
that it would be successful, that this would isolate them and, ultimately, that 
it would prevent them from converting others, the end goal being for the 
faith to die out, to reach a point where there would be no more Witnesses. 
Indeed, the assumption underpinning Soviet policy writ large on religion was 
that for the Soviet State to achieve Communism, religion itself would have 
to disappear. Exactly when that would happen, how that would happen, 
what it would take, right, was never entirely clear. But we knew, those of 
us who study this issue, that for Communism to exist, the assumption was 
believers needed not to, right. Witnesses needed not to exist. Of course, 
that didn’t happen. Witnesses endured while the Soviet State didn’t. Again, 
this may be an obvious lesson, but it’s an important one, especially if we 
think about today’s less extreme events in this region, right. Think about 
what’s happening today in Russia in particular. What do states think they 
can accomplish through this sort of persecution? A realistic assessment 
of Witnesses’ history would suggest that they cannot reasonably hope to 
eliminate this religion through repression and that it would be foolish to try; 
something to keep in mind. After all, the 1951 exile was the most extreme 
effort that we know of to eliminate Witnesses in this part of the world and it 
failed. It didn’t eliminate Witnesses. It just moved them. The exile locations 
may have been remote. But, frankly, so were many of the Witnesses’ original 
communities in rural Ukraine and elsewhere. 

Sending Witnesses thousands of miles from home spread the faith to 
communities that would otherwise never have met a Witness in 1951. And 
this brings me to Lesson Two: Jehovah’s Witnesses have been remarkably 

adaptive under persecution, finding ways to preserve their faith and 
their religious practices under intense pressure. We know this from what 
documentation does exist from state records. We have reports, for example, 
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from officials in Irkutsk, one of the major sites of exile. In the reports, officials 
complain to state officials about how active the Witness communities were, 
how they refused to vote in state elections, how they were holding regular 
meetings in secret. Ten years after the exile, we have more documentation 
that most convictions for illegal religious activity across the Soviet Union 
were happening where? In places where the Witnesses had been exiled: in 
the regions of Tomsk, Irkutsk, Komi (Коми), and others. These were sites of 
vibrant religious activities, of illicit baptisms in rivers and lakes, of meetings 
held at twilight in  homes but also in nearby woods and on the steppes, 
of underground printing operations that reproduced thousands of pages of 
religious literature and of informal witnessing, that is, discussions of the faith 
with those unacquainted with its beliefs and practices. We know this because, 
unlike the records about Operations North and South, we have extensive 
documentation of this later period of Soviet history and, in particular, of 
the lower-level efforts by state officials to repress religious life and religious 
expression. And this paper trail, unless for the exiles, we can see that state 
officials found Witnesses to be active and committed believers, frustratingly 
so for them. We see state officials complain about well-versed Witnesses 
who outtalk them during atheist seminars. We see state officials struggle 
to keep up with where Witnesses were meeting, when, and by whom and 
with whom. We can read multiple instances in which state officials, charged 
with conducting atheist agitation, bemoaned the fact that when it came to 
Witnesses, they were sometimes outmanned and outmaneuvered.

To paraphrase one such complaint, an individual agitator noted that he 
might send a few months, weeks – sorry – that he might found a few hours 
a month trying to convince his neighbor to abandon religion. But what odds 
did he have of success when a Jehovah’s Witness might spend 10 times 
that amount talking about his faith with his own neighbors in that same time 
period? Again, agitators noticed this fact. This is coming from their records. 
This was a community that was built to sustain itself. Of course, not all 
Witnesses remained in the faith. Some did leave. But the community was 
dynamic enough to weather really difficult situations, even and including two 
mass exiles and, in fact, outlived the Soviet Union. And this brings me to my 
last lesson, Lesson Three: The exile did not eliminate Witnesses because 
Witnesses, by and large, did not respond to it by abandoning their faith. 
These were people who had been woken up in the middle of the night, told 
to pack their things into a few small suitcases and were then herded onto 
crowded cattle cars to travel days, weeks to an entirely unknown location. 
We have few accounts of escape and we have few accounts of resistance. 
Survivors instead recall how the families bonded on the long journey, how 
they sang songs to uplift their spirits, how they realized that they were not 
alone, that there were thousands of others traveling with them on this difficult 
journey and how this knowledge gave the journey meaning and purpose. 

When I was working on research for my book and was covering the 
section on mass exile, I interviewed some survivors, including one who had 
experienced the exile as a small boy. At the end of the interview, he gave 
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long after their arrival and exile. What did he want me to notice about the 
photo? Why had he given it to me? He wanted me to notice that everyone 
in the photo was happy. In fact, some of them are even laughing. They’re 
kind of running around having fun. This was important to him because it 
demonstrates how Witnesses responded to persecution, how they endured 
even in the face of it. The exile was not a good thing. It was a terrible situation 

and not everyone survived it. But for Witnesses it was also a chance to 
demonstrate their faith, to see meaning in persecution and to overcome it. 
For some, the exile was a chance to witness to others in new territory. It was 
a chance to prove that they could stand firm against an oppressive state. 
To quote from a Watchtower article published just a few years after the 
exile, “The government has paid their fare to new territories to preach the 
Kingdom message.” Again, I don’t want to discount the suffering of those 
who experienced these events. People lost their homes. They lost their farms. 
They lost connections to family members, to their jobs, their neighbors, their 
friends, their childhood. As we look back on the 70th anniversary of the 
1951 exile, we should acknowledge that fact. And, as historians, we should 
call on governments in the region to release every page of documentation 
that exists on this event so that we can preserve this history, understand it, 
and acknowledge it. 

I would just close by asking us to think about the numbers here. How 
many Witnesses were exiled in Operation North? The operation order lists 
roughly 3,000 families and nearly 9,000 individuals. How many Witnesses 
were active when the Soviet Union ended in 1991? The answer? Several 
times that number. How many Witnesses in 2021 are there in the countries 
that were impacted by the exile? Well over 300,000. To summarize, Witnesses 
have faced persecution. They have adapted to it, suffered through it, and 
sometimes even embraced it. And they are certainly going to continue to do 
so into the future.
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The structure of religious life is unique for each country and a certain 
century. We understand that it is a dynamic system that constantly moves. 
And in order to determine the place and role of Jehovah’s Witnesses in this 
structure, I propose to make a comparative analysis. The original points of 
this analysis will be the current number of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine 
compared to the total number of religious organizations and believers in our 
country in contrast to the historical changes that we record from the first 
mention of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine. 

This happened at the end of the 19th century when Pastor Charles Taze 
Russell visited Ukraine. At that time the Jehovah’s Witnesses had already 
been in our territory. Many Ukrainians emigrated to the United States of 
America and Canada where they got acquainted with the Bible Students. In 
these countries even Ukrainian-language Bible study groups were formed. 
Those who returned to the territory of Ukraine actively shared the new 
teachings as they did in the places of their resettlement. 

The first assembly of Bible Students in the territory of Ukraine took 
place in 1926, and even at that time about 150 people were present. 20 
people were baptized during that assembly. And two years later, in 1928, 
in Lviv city the first assembly took place where 500 people were present. 
So, even in those early years, we see a steady increase in the number of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine. We know that groups of Bible Students 
were formed in Kyiv, Odesa, and Kharkiv. We are reminded of this by the 
visit from Canada of the famous preacher George Young, who organized a 
meeting in Kharkiv with a local group of Bible Students. Even the fact that 
many of those who were deported to Siberia during Operation North, which 
began on April 8, 1951, shows that there were thousands of followers of this 
organization. The activities of this organization were officially banned during 
many years in the USSR. 

In the second half of the 1980s, what the Witnesses remember is that 
the pressure on them from the Soviet government eased, the number of 

LIUDMYLA FYLYPOVYCH  —  
PhD, Professor, the Vice-President of the 
Ukrainian Association of Religious Studies 
(Ukraine)

“JEHOVAH’S WITNESSES  
IN THE STRUCTURE OF MODERN 
RELIGIOUS LIFE OF UKRAINE”

Д
ж

ер
ел

о:
 U

kr
In

fo
rm



39

1951  2021
70 Yea rs  a f te r.  Impor tan t  Lessons  o f  Repress ion  fo r  Fa i th

members in the local congregations started to grow, they received literature, 
and finally, in 1988 the authorities gave permission to our Ukrainian 
Witnesses to attend the assembly in Poland. And since that year, a very 
powerful tendency of establishing, restoring, and forming the congregations 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine started. Thus, in 1991, when the Soviet 
Union collapsed, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine received freedom and were 
registered as a religious organization. They immediately took advantage of 
these opportunities and held their first assembly in Lviv city where many 
followers were present. And 1993 was a remarkable year for Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Ukraine. The first international convention took place in Kyiv, 
which was attended by thousands of people. During the convention, 7,000 
people were baptized, that is, they converted to Jehovah’s Witnesses 
religion. Since then, the number of Witnesses in Ukraine has been growing 
steadily, and today, as of 2019, there are 129,310 members. 

It is known that currently in Ukraine 37,000 religious organizations are 
registered, and 97 percent of them are Christian organizations. The Orthodox 
constitute the majority among the Christians (more than 50 percent of them) 
who belong to two main churches: the Orthodox Church of Ukraine and 
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. The latter, in terms of the number of its 
organizations, is twice as large as the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. I have data 
that today in Ukraine there are 7097 religious organizations that belong to 
the structure of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. 12,410 are representatives 
of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. That is, among the believers of Ukraine, 
among those religious organizations, I did not name Catholics, of whom 
there are 110 parishes, or Greek Catholics, of whom there are 3,500 
parishes, Protestants, who have 25 percent of the network, Muslims, Jews, 
and Buddhists. The figures I mentioned namely 1,500 communities, 130,000 
believers, is a small percentage of the total number of believers in Ukraine: 
only 4 percent of organizations and 0.3 percent of the population of Ukraine. 
Among believers, if 70 percent declare their religion, it is 28 million out of 40 
million. Witnesses make up 0.46 percent. You may ask is this a lot or few? I 
believe that statistics tell us little about the activity of a certain organization. 
We need to look at the activities of believers of these organizations. There 
are 15 million Orthodox, but they are probably not as visible or audible as 
Jehovah’s Witnesses or representatives of small, not so large, organizations 
as the Orthodox are. Our sixth volume of the History of Religion, devoted to 
late Protestantism, provides a very broad and detailed picture of the growth 
rate of Jehovah’s Witnesses from 1991 to the present day. We see waves of 
very active growth there; there have been years that show that the number 
of Witnesses has grown by 20 percent or more. And for some time past the 
growth rate has stabilized. The annual mass influx of new members has 
stopped, but still, it is stable somewhere around 5 percent each year. We 
can say that the Witnesses have not been stopped in their statistical growth, 
but, on the contrary, having the status of a registered legitimate religious 
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organization and, consequently, being a recognized organization by the 
Ukrainian state, the number of Witnesses is not decreasing. They have not 
exhausted all their resources, so we may expect further growth in number of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and increase in their activities.

The quarantine due to COVID-19 has now affected all religious 
organizations, not just the Witnesses. But even here the Witnesses are 
finding new ways to avoid suspending their activities. They have actively 
switched to the Internet, meetings are held in large and larger groups. In 
a word, it is an alive religious organization that continues to exist in the 
religious field of Ukraine. And it becomes more and more noticeable in this 
general horizon. 

Being an integral part of the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
the USSR, since 1991 the Witnesses have begun to view themselves as 
Ukrainian Jehovah’s Witnesses. We understand the reasons. First, it is the 
origin of the Witnesses. Even in the Siberia, Irkutsk, or Tomsk region, they 
keep the memory of national and linguistic roots. And although the ties 
with Russia are still very strong even now, despite the war period, including 
family, mental and religious ties, we are observing a kind of autonomization. 
The Central Governing Body of Witnesses is a governing center established 
with the support of a central authority and Polish and German Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. He contributed to the fact that Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine 
perceive themselves as a separate unit. I know of a hundred of such 
Governing bodies around the world. In my opinion that it is the authority of 
Ukrainian Witnesses has made it possible to hold in Ukraine two, as far as I 
remember, international conventions, and we hope that in the future Ukraine 
will encourage Jehovah’s Witnesses to arrange international events.

The next thing that I would like to mention is the regionalization of the 
Witnesses. The general tendency is that the vast majority of Witnesses have 
historically been concentrated in the western regions, in the regional centers 
and large cities, more than in the villages and settlements. I was informed by 
the Witnesses that in some villages in Transcarpathia there is one Witness 
for four or five local non-Witnesses. So, Transcarpathia is a sort of incubator 
for Jehovah’s Witnesses, although there are some exceptions to this general 
tendency. For example, in the Zaporizhia region, there is also a large number 
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to Siberia were allowed to return to that region, and they settled down there. 
Well, there are a lot of Witnesses in Mariupol as well. There are more of them 
in the West because the doctrine came from there and it is closer to Poland.

An important role in the establishment of Witnesses in Ukraine was played 
by perhaps not a very prominent factor – the construction of the Kingdom 
Halls. The building of places of worship indicates the financial, material and 
personnel abilities of a religious organization and its good management. 
Some religious organizations in Ukraine still do not have their own religious 
buildings. And the Witnesses have built many new Kingdom Halls over the 
last 30 years. Besides, they use the latest construction methods, modern 
building materials and tools, work as a team for constructing not only their 
religious buildings but also help others. In a word, it is what can be seen and 
what can be used. The halls are environmentally friendly and constructed 
fast. And once again, when a person sees that such religious buildings 
are constructed, it builds more trust, as there must be a permit for the 
construction of these buildings. So, it is a legitimate organization. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses are very effective in their preaching and missionary 
work. They use various forms of this work. For example, they are actively 
present in places of deprivation of liberty. They constantly communicate 
with those people, provide literature in prisons or colonies, distribute Bibles, 
correspond with the inmates, and preach to them. Then many people are 
baptized and accept the faith. It means, it is a kind of spiritual help, spiritual 
therapy that helps people rehabilitate quickly after being imprisoned. 

Witnesses actively work with various, as we say, impaired groups, such 
as deaf or blind people. They pay special attention to those people who 
may be ignored by the big churches, Orthodox or Greek Catholics. They 
distribute special literature, and usually, the meetings are translated into 
sign language. They perform a very important social function, socializing 
people who are forgotten by our society through the Bible study in their 
congregations.  

Also, Witnesses actively work with national minorities, distributing 
biblical literature, as far as I know, into 36 languages. Separate foreign 
language congregations are being formed, in particular, in Korean and 
even in Uzbek. It means that any person living in Ukraine who is not an 
ethnic Ukrainian will be able to find understanding, spiritual support, and 
what is the most important – can enjoy religious development together with 
Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Witnesses work with social risk groups, such as AIDS-infected patients 
or drug addicts.  They do not disdain these social strata of our population 
and are very active. In fact, they solve a huge number of social problems 
that Ukrainian society faces.  
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I have already mentioned that the Witnesses are very active in using 
technological advancements. It proves even today’s conference with 
simultaneous interpretation into three languages and speakers joining 
from different parts of the world. To tell the truth, I am not sure whether all 
religious organizations in Ukraine are able to organize such a conference in 
such good quality. 

Witnesses have not yet given a definitive answer to some difficult 
questions, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and national issues, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and the Russian-Ukrainian war, Jehovah’s Witnesses and the 
annexation of Crimea, or, for example, attitudes toward government or 
attitudes toward COVID and quarantine associated with COVID. In our 
society we would like to hear about a more distinct position of the Witnesses 
on these issues, that is, declared neutrality in secular affairs. This policy 
probably no longer works today. Because we live in the same house, we 
are all the citizens of the same country and we cannot be neutral in matters 
of daily life, but this has already become a part of our daily lives. I don’t 
clearly understand why the Witnesses are not members of any interfaith 
or international inter-religious associations. These are excellent platforms 
that can be used to assert their values, to convince others that Witnesses 
have the same right to exist in the religious space of other states and, to be 
treated not as malicious or destructive sectarians, but as full members of 
the Ukrainian or any other space. I support the idea that Witnesses shall be 
more actively involved in the dialogue of religions, both in the world and in 
Ukraine.  

In the end, I would like to summarize the presence of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the religious field of modern Ukraine. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
form a closed sect, which was, in fact, an alternative reality to the Soviet 
reality, are becoming an open denomination for Ukrainian society. From a 
catacomb community of people affected by the Soviet policy of persecution 
and repression, the Witnesses are becoming an ordinary religious institution 
that gradually fits into the structure of the religious life of Ukraine. Witnesses 
from the community of people who do not trust the world, and therefore 
renounce it, become a team that can change this world. From outcasts of 
society, they turn into its included members, active participants, asserting 
themselves as a prototype of an ideal society for the Kingdom of God on 
Earth, where love, mutual assistance, support, and solidarity reign.
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If we talk about modern Ukraine, after getting independence, our country 
set a course towards building a democratic state governed by the law, and this 
applies without exceptions to all spheres of public life: in particular, spheres 
and relations between the state and religious organizations in Ukraine. When 
talking about the model of state-confessional relations, these principles of 
freedom of religion, freedom of conscience, were implemented in the national 
regulatory legal framework of Ukraine which regulates relations between state 
institutions and religious organizations. 

All these models can be divided into three categories based on the 
subjects these relations: hostile, neutral, and cooperative. If we are speaking 
about the period of independence of Ukraine, that is, the modern period, in 
expert Ukrainian and foreign reports and the reports of state leaders, one can 
see that Ukraine is building a partnership or authoritative relations between 
religious organizations. Of course, there are many topical issues in this sphere.

First, it should be noted that even before Ukraine got independence, 
during the period of democratic transformations that took place in our country, 
namely, the very perception of sovereignty in 1990 and before the declaration 
of Ukraine’s independence, the Law of Ukraine on Freedom of Conscience 
and Religious Organizations was enacted, and remains effective today. It is 
basic and fundamental. Of course, international guarantees of freedom of 
conscience, freedom of religion, and freedom of worship were implemented 
in it for the entire period of independence. 

Nineteen times this law has been amended and supplemented, but 
it remains in effect today. In the context of relations between the state and 
religious organizations and the subjects from the state side, that is, state 
institutions, they are quite diverse.  There are many of them. So, religious 
organizations can enter into such relations with completely different state 
bodies. We are talking about the legislative branch of power, the Parliament 
of Ukraine: deputies, parliamentary groups; directly the apparatus of the 
Verkhovna Rada, where there are relevant committees that are engaged in 



Opera t ion  Nor th

44

precisely this implementation of state policy in the field of religion. That is, 
in the legislative aspect, an examination and various procedures are carried 
out in order for the Law to be presented at Parliament, in fact, at a sessional 
hearing. This is the President of Ukraine and his executive office as the 
guarantor of these freedoms; this is the executive branch of power, directly 
the Cabinet of Ministers and the Secretariat of the Cabinet of Ministers, in 
which the corresponding structural unit operates. These are regional state 
administrations at the local level if we talk about regional policy. These are 
ministries and agencies that operate in Ukraine since religious organizations 
carry out their activities quite extensively in various spheres of public life. 
And it is also a state executive authority that implements the state policy in 
the sphere of religions. If we talk about the entire period of independence of 
Ukraine, from 1992 to the present day, this state body has changed its name 
and subordination seven times.

At the time when the Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious 
Organizations was adopted, in approximately March-April 1991, when the 
draft Law was still discussed, lively discussions were held in parliament as 
to whether it was reasonable to leave this state authority in the structure 
of executive authorities in Ukraine. One group of people’s deputies argued 
that this is a rudiment of the Soviet regime and there is no need to have 
it. Another, to the contrary, said that in other democratic states, in Europe 
and the United States, this state body exists, but it has no such controlling 
function. Eventually, it remained in the structure of the executive authorities in 
Ukraine, and it is still in effect; it just changed. Its functions of control over the 
internal activities of a religious organization and licensing functions regarding 
the activities of religious organizations were canceled. All these state bodies 
were established in order to facilitate the activities of religious organizations 
in Ukraine.

If we talk about the complexes of religious organizations in Ukraine and 
the religious situation in general, then, as already noted, Ukraine is a multi-
religious, multi-confessional state, in which more than a hundred religious 
trends exist as of today. But this religious diversity was not acquired during 
the independence of Ukraine. It had already existed for hundreds of years 
in Ukraine. But it also existed in the times of the Soviet Union. For example, 
archival documents confirm this fact. One of them is a document dated 1966, 
in which the representative of the apparatus for religious affairs appealed to 
his boss in Moscow. In this reporting notice, he wrote that he was asking to 
expand the authorized personnel since the staff at that time could not cope 
with the functions that were entrusted to them, and more people were needed. 
One of the arguments that he adduced was the fact that the largest number of 
religious organizations operating throughout the entire territory of the Soviet 
Union was concentrated in Ukraine. 

For example, in the mid-1960s, almost 63 percent of representatives 
of the religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses who were active in the 
Soviet Union were in the Ukrainian SSR. In 1990, 283 religious organizations 
were active and, of course, they were marked as unregistered. The number of 
members of “jehovists” (as in the original text) religious organizations, as can 
be seen from this document, is 22,550. As of today, there are approximately 
130,000 members of the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine. So, 
it may be concluded that the number of members of this religious organization 
in Ukraine has increased by 6 times. 
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its charter of a religious organization in Ukraine on February 28, 1991. At 
the end of the first year of Ukraine’s independence, summary statistics 
are provided. Data of religious network: 409 religious communities of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are already operating, of which 67 have received the 
status of a legal entity, that is, they have registered their charters, and 30 
Sunday schools are operating.

If we talk about this religious network in Ukraine, I used the data as 
of the beginning of 2020. This data is for 2019, since for the year 2020 
the data has not yet been made public by our colleagues from the State 
Service for Politics and Freedom of Conscience. Nevertheless, we hope 
that shortly we will receive this information and will be able to compare at 
least this dynamic which took place over the last year. I emphasize that I 
use statistics that were made by the State Department for Religious Affairs 
under the former Ministry of Culture of Ukraine. Therefore, at the beginning 
of 2020, almost 37,000 religious organizations are operating in Ukraine.

In the maps displaying religious life in Ukraine at the beginning of the 
21st century, we see that Jehovah’s Witnesses are also present among 
the later Protestants of the religious network who represent our country. If 
we talk about the growth dynamics of religious organizations for the entire 
period of independence of Ukraine, it should be noted that over almost 30 
years of independence, the religious network of our state has tripled. In this 
network (where Christian denominations dominate in Ukraine) Jehovah’s 
Witnesses comprise more than 7 percent among the Protestants and 
almost 2 percent of the total number of the religious network.

As the data from Crimea and parts of the Luhansk and Donetsk regions 
have not been submitted since 2015, at the beginning of 2020 there were 
897 communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine, of which 620 were 
not registered, that is, they do not have the status of a legal entity, and 
272 have the status of a legal entity. It means that Jehovah’s Witnesses 
absolutely use the right guaranteed by the Law on Freedom of Conscience 
and Religious Organizations, which provides religious organizations with 
the right to exist without registration of the charter. Therefore, we can say 
that almost 70 percent of the communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses enjoy 
this right. Absolutely no one is forcing anyone to have official registration. 
In 2014, when the annexation had not yet taken place, the religious network 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea constituted 
almost 4 percent of the total network.

If we talk about the provision of the religious organization of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses with buildings and houses of worship, then at the beginning of 
2020, the religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses used 668 premises. 
This constitutes just over 2 % of all buildings or premises used by religious 
organizations in Ukraine, of which just over half (50.5 %) are typical places 
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of worship called Kingdom Halls, and 49.5 % are rented premises adapted 
by the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses for the worship needs. Of these 
typical places of worship, 3 % of premises were returned by the state 
and 97 % were newly built. Thus, currently, the organization of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Ukraine are provided with premises for religious needs by 
almost 75 %. 

For example, on the Internet you can 
see what Kingdom Halls are in Ukraine 
and the first building in the world called 
the Kingdom Hall, built in 1935 in the 
Hawaiian Islands. Last year, 2020, it was 
renovated, and there was a meeting before 
the lockdown. In addition, it is worth to 
paying attention to the premises in the city 
of Tetiiv. From 2014 till 2018, the religious 
community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tetiiv 
could not use these premises because 
of the litigation. In October 2018, the 

Supreme Court of Ukraine restored the right of the religious community of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tetiiv to use this building. It can be said that there 
was a prejudice against Jehovah’s Witnesses at the local level. The state 
architectural construction control authorities for 6 years in a row refused 
to put these premises into operation.

The organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine quite actively 
goes to court when there are any violations. If their appeal is not satisfied 
on the territory of Ukraine, then they apply to the Supreme Court of Human 
Rights. There was a known decision made by the European Court of Human 
Rights in September 2019. The European Court of Human Rights ordered 
Ukraine to pay 7,000 Euro (1,000 – for moral damage and 6,000 – for legal 
expenses) on the refusal to allocate land to Jehovah’s Witnesses in the city 
of Kryvyi Rih. We don’t know whether Jehovah’s Witnesses received this 
money or not.  This is a question for the representatives of this religious 
organization.

The next issue is the use, placement of religious literature, and the 
right to alternative non-military service. As already mentioned, Bibles (New 
World Translation), The Watchtower, and many publications, in general, 
are being actively translated and placed. However, the only thing I want 
to emphasize, besides the fact that religious organizations are granted the 
right to produce, export, import, and distribute this literature, is that the 
tax code also exempts religious organizations from taxation on the import 
of religious literature into the territory of Ukraine. In 2018 or 2019 when the 
religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses once again requested the 
import of their literature doubts arose about the possibility of labeling some 
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matter was brought up to the Expert Council on Freedom of Conscience 
of Religious Organizations which operated under the Ministry of Culture at 
that time, and this problem was resolved in favor of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
They were able to use this right to free import of the 
relevant category of literature.

Regarding the right of representatives of the 
religious organization to alternative non-military service: 
in its legislation, Ukraine has defined the right to use 
alternative service instead of military service.

Due to the pandemic because of spread COVID-19, the Center 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine heeded the government’s 
recommendation regarding temporary measures aimed at the 
prevention of this disease. As a result, Kingdom Halls of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were closed and worship services were brought online. On 
the Organization’s website, one can find the announcement near the 
photos of Kingdom Halls that due to the coronavirus pandemic, meetings 
are being held online. A phone number is provided for contact information 
to attend the meeting online. In addition, anyone can scan the QR code 
and join the meeting.

Despite the high competitiveness in relations between religious 
organizations, Ukrainian society remains tolerant in matters of religion 
since more than 70 percent of the population believe that any religion that 
proclaims the ideals of goodness, love, mercy and does not threaten the 
existence of another person has the right to exist. However, there remains 
a certain percentage of people in our country, who are more categorical, 
as can be seen from the results of sociological research provided by the 
Razumkov Centre. It means that only the religion that I profess is true and 
that only the traditional religions of our country have the right to exist. 
Here we can see the intolerant attitude of some representatives of religious 
organizations towards others. Therefore, there are cases in the European 
Court, for example, in 2020 the Kornilova case, the essence of which is an 
intolerant attitude towards representatives of the organization of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses.

And finally, the analysis of the problematic issues of state-confessional 
relations that arose after the events of the end of 2013 and beginning of 
2014 and are related to the destabilization of peace and sovereignty of 
Ukraine shows that there are systemic violations of fundamental human 
rights and freedoms based on hate motives because of prejudice on 
the grounds of religion on the occupied territories of Ukraine. Here we 
can say that, unfortunately, about 47,000 square meters of Ukraine were 
temporarily annexed. This is almost 13 percent of the entire territory of 
Ukraine which is not controlled by the current government. There we can 
see the affected religious organizations, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
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who are suffering the most in these territories today. I also want to note 
that in 2017, when the Department of Religious Affairs was operating under 
the Ministry of Culture, we made a statement with respect to suspending 
the activities of the religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
Russian Federation.
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Legislation of Ukraine and technical capacities of mass media 
provide an opportunity to create a wide range of religious media such as 
newspapers, magazines, websites, Internet platforms, etc. Most religious 
organizations, parishes, and even separate churches are represented on 
the Internet which enables them to update the readership on developments 
or to address anybody through interactive communication, or even hold 
services and communions online which is particularly relevant during the 
pandemic. 

An abundance of religious media allows editors, journalists, subscribers, 
and all aspiring to cover various topics and issues. We have identified the 
most crucial ones which might interest the readership in terms of religion. 
They are religion and government/state, religion and politics, religion and 
social problems, religion and science, religion and education, religion and 
art, religion and war, interfaith relations, religion and family/marriage, religion 
and children, religion and sports, pilgrimage and religious tourism, scoop, 
and scandals around religious organizations or clerics. 

Nevertheless, journalists nowadays limit their scope to a narrow range of 
topics, and it concerns all the churches and religious organizations. There are 
numerous reasons for that, namely, the prevalent secularization of society, 
failure to understand problems of believers alongside prejudice towards 
them, close attention to politics and show business, and the reluctance of 
some religious groups to present themselves in the media as well as the 
inability to conduct a sound communications campaign (the latter results 
from the lack of PR specialists). 

Within the framework of this research, we attempt to highlight the 
activity of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Ukrainian media. For a long time, this 
organization did not receive extensive coverage even though its members 
have been continuously trying to reach out to society by offering their 
printed materials consisting of newspapers and magazines, publishing their 
teachings on websites and meeting people in person. 
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It was only recently that some journalists of mass and community media 
turned to the history and current events of this religious organization. Thus, 
only within the last months of 2021, have the journalists of the Religious 
Information Service of Ukraine published several articles about Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. I would like to point out an interesting and multifaceted article 
by Yaroslav Muzychenko, “Deported… ‘for the faith in God’”, a news report, 
“Court allowed a Jehovah’s Witness to refuse military service on religious 
grounds”, and the following series of publications on the persecution of 
members of this religious organization in the Russian Federation: “Three 
Jehovah’s Witnesses detained after searching in Russia”, “Four more 
Witnesses receive extensive sentences in Russia”, “Russian court hands 
down the first-ever acquittal to a Jehovah’s Witness charged with extremism,” 
and others. 

It should be mentioned that a world-famous reputable Internet platform, 
Religion News Service, monitors the situation in the Russian Federation. The 
following headlines are notable: “Russian Supreme Court upholds ban on 
Jehovah’s Witnesses”, “Fifth Jehovah’s Witness receives six-year sentence 
in Russia for practicing his faith”, “Persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Russia intensifies and targets children”, “One Jehovah’s Witness acquitted 
in Russia as others get months of restrictions”, etc. 

As is evident from the headlines, the activity of the religious organization 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses as well as the events and situations its members 
were put in is of interest to journalists in terms of protection of human rights. 
Through joint efforts of reporters and members of this organization, society 
turned attention to the problems of believers. 

In other words, by speaking up on media, Jehovah’s Witnesses should 
claim their rights, talk about the activity of their communities, their faith, 
history, current state, etc. 

Any religious organization will become interesting for society when they 
assert their attitude to relevant life issues. Unless the issues cover a wide 
audience, they are neglected by an average media consumer who tends to 
focus on the problems particularly relevant to themselves, their close circle, 
and then to their locality, country, continent, etc. Thus, religious media ought 
to highlight the issues that may potentially relate to numerous segments of 
the audience. 

The passing analysis of periodicals leads to the conclusion that mass 
media covers global problems but hardly addresses issues related to 
individuals, their life, and current state of the country, and so on. 

What can Jehovah’s Witnesses tell about their activity? To begin with, 
they are known for their charity work. In particular, they help people with 
disabilities such as impaired hearing; they provide care to children and 
persons of advanced age, etc. That is, there is a lot to tell, but no one does. 

What topics could be presented in the media by Jehovah’s Witnesses? 
Topics about religion and government, religion and state, and religion and 
politics do not belong to the circle of problems of Jehovah’s Witnesses. But 
this cannot be said of the topic of religion and social problems as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses really work with social problems, but they don’t talk about it, at 
least not in mass media. Another relevant topic is “religion and science” 
which is nearly absent or represented very scarcely. However, it could be 
very interesting for the general public to know whether there are scientists 
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information. The topic of religion and education can also be of great interest 
since we have a huge knowledge gap because Ukrainian society is simply 
unaware of the level of education most Jehovah’s Witnesses have, wheth-
er they have their schools, gymnasiums, or universities, and how they are 
conducted. “Religion and art” is a very big topic, but all we can find is the 
information from the magazines distributed by Jehovah’s Witnesses. The 
mass media do not talk about it even though it would be really interesting. 
How do Jehovah’s Witnesses interpret mass art, how do they feel about the 
cinema, variety art, popular culture, or about the exploitation of the female 
body in art? Many problems are addressed in the magazines of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses such as “Awake!”. But the majority does not have this informa-
tion: about religion, family, or family life. I spent a lot of time looking for some 
materials about family life or married life of Jehovah’s Witnesses and found 
only one article on how Jehovah’s Witnesses get married. How do they treat 
each other, support each other, and so on? About religion and children, 
“Awake!” magazine contains a lot of information. However, the public is al-
most unaware of this. Even the Ukrainian Religious Information Service and 
other independent media portals have no information about these aspects 
of the life of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

In this work, we turned to influential religious media, in particular, 
“Religion News Service”. The staff of this internet platform cover various 
problems of the life of Jehovah’s Witnesses, namely, politics, social issues, 
fight against the pandemic of COVID-19, sports, school education, etc. 
Here are some headlines of publications: “Spirituality finds a place in the 
new ‘schoolhouse’”, “Jehovah’s Witnesses initiate global campaign”, “The 
nondenominational Donald”, “For another year, the world’s most famous 
door-knocking ministry will stay home”, “THE BEST OF RNS: Serena 
Williams’ secret weapon: ‘Jehovah God’”.

And finally, there is sensational, scandalous news that concerns 
religious organizations. Mass media is based on scandals and is interested 
in scandals in the first place. So, on the one hand, Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
rarely involved in such scandalous mass media news which is good.

However, there are as they call it “revelations” from a person that used 
to be in this religious organization which they call a “cult” now. And we 
would like to have some response, some reaction to such revelations from 
the press center of the religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses or 
specific people. Without it, this seems to be one-sided communication 
and informational attacks directed towards Jehovah’s Witnesses. However, 
there is no response, explanation, or calm situational analysis in the media.

On the on hand, the negative image of Jehovah’s Witnesses in mass 
media in Ukraine is formed under the influence of an organization which 
“specializes in cults” – the Union of Orthodox Journalists. On the other 
hand, sometimes the so-called missionary practice and anticult hysteria 
exacerbate. That is, religious journalism is itself taken to the point of 
absurdity: sometimes people working for religious periodicals or religious 
mass media start to unreasonably attack certain religious organizations.

Speaking of the Russian Federation, such attacks are carried out by 
the state and the Russian Orthodox Church. In Ukraine, apart from the 
above-mentioned “anticult law”, the state does not persecute any religious 
organizations. At least for the time being. 

A l l a  Bo iko
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Therefore, we can conclude that only professional communication, that 
is professional presentation of their activity in Ukrainian and the world’s 
information field can form a positive image of the religious organization of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in media and consequently, in society. 

Question: Have you noticed what Jehovah’s Witnesses are mainly 
accused of in negative coverage? It seems that if the Witnesses themselves 
could detect this main accusation drawn against them, they would be able 
to act accordingly.

Alla Boiko: The main accusation in such coverage is that Witnesses 
are not like others, they are different, they interpret Christianity in the 
wrong way, and in general, they are a “cult” and trick others into joining 
them. Such accusations are strange as it is the purpose of every religious 
organization to invite people to join it. Second, every religious organization 
has its interpretation of faith. I have encountered no valid accusation which 
is worth arguing. It seems to me that if Jehovah’s Witnesses revealed more 
about themselves, then perhaps there would not be such unreasonable 
accusations against them.

Question:  Who molds or influences the development of the negative 
image of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the media? Because Jehovah’s Witnesses 
themselves do not provoke it.

Alla Boiko: There are several points concerning this question. On the 
one hand, the negative image of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the mass media 
is shaped under the influence of an organization that “specializes in cults” 
— the Union of Orthodox Journalists. On the other hand, the so-called 
missionary practices, or as we call them “anti-cult hysteria” become truly 
aggravated at times. In fact, this is confessional journalism in the absurd 
form: people who work in confessional publishing houses, in confessional 
mass media, sometimes start literal attacks on some religious organizations. 
And in the end, one of the reasons for the negative image of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in mass media is the ignorance of certain journalists or people 
who call themselves journalists. For example, they were told by so and so 
that Jehovah’s Witnesses were doing something, and they started writing 
that Witnesses are a cult, not from the religious science viewpoint, but 
with the negative connotation. However, later you learn that the source of 
such information turns out to be a “priest from a neighboring parish”. It 
is wrong to put such labels or promote negative attitudes against some 
religious organizations in mass media. Journalists must be responsible for 
their words and their actions. Ignorance of our journalists in the questions 
of interconfessional life, of religious life in Ukraine in general, can have 
negative consequences. In fact, the anti-cult hysteria against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses that we are seeing now in the Russian Federation was started by 
journalists. This is already at the state government level; however, this shows 
that journalists do influence public opinion and shape the negative image 
in mass media and society. And when society is ready, then a despicable 
government can make use of this and start repressions against a religious 
organization. So again, we need to educate and provide explanations.
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This operation surely affected the inhabitants of various republics, 
primarily those territories that back then had recently become the parts of 
the USSR in 1939 and could be considered as new regions for the former 
Soviet Union. However, in the end, it affected this entire country in its results 
and had long-lasting consequences.

I would like to give a brief resume of how this situation can be interpreted 
from the point of view of the goals that Stalin set and could not achieve in 
1951 and how those goals correlate with the situation unfolding in modern 
Russia. In 2017, the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation banned all 
legal entities of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and believers of this confession are 
being subjected to repressions, maybe not as tough as under the Stalin 
regime, but still severe enough. I decided to entitle my speech “Stalin’s 
practice is alive in modern Russia, but it is not winning”. And in this sense 
the lessons of Operation North remain largely unlearned by the leadership 
of the modern Russian Federation.

When it comes to the lessons of this operation, at the outset I would 
like to emphasize the choice that the Witnesses faced in 1951. On one 
hand, they could renounce their beliefs, and, in such a case, they could 
stay, preserving their property in their former place of residence, and without 
incurring any serious damage. On the other hand, they could choose their 
religious beliefs as Jehovah’s Witnesses, and in such a scenario, having just 
two hours to pack their belongings, they were exiled for good. As a matter 
of fact, they lost all their property, all their opportunities that they had in 
their former place of residence and moved to the unknown place with a very 
difficult life, work and dwelling conditions. The exact number of those who 
renounced their beliefs is still unknown. The documents indicate that five 
people did this. If we compare this with the total number of those deported 
— over 8,500 people, – then, obviously, this is a surprisingly small number. 
And where did such incredible commitment of Jehovah’s Witnesses to their 
religious convictions originate? Not from religious fanaticism, as most of 
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them were not fanatics. They consciously chose their religious views. They 
compared it with the Bible, with life, and compared their real behaviour 
with the biblical teachings. In those cases where they did not find specific 
‘recipes’ in the Bible for how to behave, they had to rely on a Bible-trained 
conscience. This is a rather unusual practice for most religions, when the 
system of belief is not drilled in from somewhere above, but must be tested, 
carefully verified by the believer himself. It turned out to be extremely durable 
and capable of withstanding the most serious tests, including the very threat 
of eternal exile. And later on, when Jehovah’s Witnesses found themselves 
in exile in Siberia, they, by their vast majority, also retained their religious 
convictions. They were able to pass it on to their children, the younger 
generations. Moreover, they were able to actively preach, although it was 
strictly prohibited and punished in every possible way. The followers of this 
religion began to grow in number; and the Witnesses gained new followers 
both in Siberia and in other regions. 

I studied a variety of works on Jehovah’s Witnesses during the Soviet 
era. There is a book by Bartoshevych and Borysohlebsky, “In the Name of 
Jehovah God”. It was released by the State Publishing House of Political 
Literature in 1960, 5 years before Jehovah’s Witnesses were released from 
the special settlement, and could be dispersed throughout the territory of 
the former USSR. At that time, when most of Jehovah’s Witnesses remained 
in Siberian exile, these researchers had already noted that communities of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses were emerging in new regions – in those regions of the 
Soviet Union where they had never been before: for example, in the Komi 
Republic, in the Kaliningrad region, and so on. How could this happen? 
It is worth mentioning that Bartoshevych is a State Security Colonel, and 
Borysohlebsky is a State Security Major General. That is, these are the 
people who are knowledgeable enough. Bartoshevych was the deputy head 
of the department of the Ministry of State Security in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, and dealt with all confessions, among which there were Orthodox, 
Catholics, Jews, Buddhists, and also Jehovah’s Witnesses. Therefore, he 
had a clear picture in mind, including that of religious life.

Why were Jehovah’s Witnesses able to grow in numbers in the Soviet 
Union despite these prohibitions, restrictions, and the regime of exile? The 
answer can be found in the materials of the Council for Religious Affairs — 
another office close to the state security services. From year to year, they 
noted that Jehovah’s Witnesses are the confession, the religion that ranked 
first in terms of its preaching activity. And this, I think, is true. The officials of 
the Council for Religious Affairs had no point in embellishing the real picture 
and giving the palm of championship to the religion that did not deserve it: I 
mean in terms of preaching activity.

It should be noted that after Jehovah’s Witnesses had the opportunity to 
leave the places of exile, in 1965, many did so, scattering across the territory 
of the Soviet Union. The communities emerged in various new regions, and 
the number of Jehovah’s Witnesses continued to increase; moreover, it grew 
faster in Ukraine than in other regions of the Soviet Union. This was also 
noted by the workers of the Council for Religious Affairs. I failed to mention 
the activity of state security which was intent on splitting up Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, confusing them, and trying to discredit them in every possible 
way. First, I will focus on those myths that were used against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and are still applied against Jehovah’s Witnesses to a certain 
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that have befallen them in modern Russia.

First, both in Stalin’s and Khrushchev’s times, and I want to emphasize 
it here, since in both periods, marked by active anti-religious work, there 
was a determined fight against Jehovah’s Witnesses. It was claimed that 
although Jehovah’s Witnesses wanted to appear as an apolitical organization 
that was completely neutral to politics, in reality, they were supporters of the 
world imperialism, its zealous and hypocritical defenders. As for socialism, it 
was asserted that they were its staunch and rabid opponents, who in every 
possible way sought to inflict maximum damage on socialism under the 
brand of apoliticality. Well, of course, this myth was a distortion of the real 
policy of the Christian neutrality of Jehovah’s Witnesses, but it was perceived 
by a part of Soviet citizens and, perhaps, not a small part, as a reality.

The second myth was that Jehovah’s Witnesses, under the guise of 
religious preaching, were actually engaged in ideological sabotage work. 
That meant that they refused to serve in the army, their children did not join 
pioneers and Komsomol members, and they did not want to be members 
of trade unions, not because of what is written there on trade union cards, 
namely, that trade unions are schools of communism. They also did not 
participate in electoral procedures, in voting, and so on because it is 
commanded by the Bible and the principles of Christian neutrality. The real 
reason lies in the fact they are convinced opponents of socialism, who want 
to inflict maximum damage on it, but at the same time look hypocritical as 
defenders of some Christian biblical values. This point of view does not 
stand up to any criticism. It is absolutely hypocritical, false, and farfetched 
for the purpose of justifying the very harsh, inhumane repressions that were 
used by Stalin’s and, to a lesser extent, by Khrushchev’s regimes. 

The third myth was that ordinary Jehovah’s Witnesses are passive 
weapons in the hands of Brooklyn or some other ideologues. That is, the 
real goals of the organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses are known only to 
leaders who are servants of the Central Intelligence Agency, the American 
leadership and American imperialism. And as to the ordinary believers, they 
are no more than confused, uninformed, dim-witted people who believe all 
kinds of fables, and are frightened of the prospect of Armageddon, death 
in this terrible unknown Armageddon which makes them dance to the tune 
of some foreign puppeteers. It is also a myth that had no real support in 
reality, since none of Jehovah’s Witness could, of course, remain faithful to 
their convictions if they did not have their own Bible-trained conscience, 
if they were not sincerely devoted to their religious ideals. One could have 
renounced it three times, as the Apostle Peter did at the time, when, before 
the cock crowed, he had already denied Jesus Christ three times out of fear.
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It should be noted that although all these myths could not affect those 
who had real contact with the followers of the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
they surely sounded convincing to ordinary Soviet citizens. Those people 
shared communist ideals and sincerely believed that communism was the 
bright future of all mankind while religion was an outdated, outmoded picture 
of the world, an outdated worldview. From such perspective, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, like all other religious people, had to change their beliefs sooner 
or later, either by goodwill or under the influence of the inexorable force of 
Soviet law.

As to the current situation, it is fundamentally different in some ways. 
First, the number of Jehovah’s Witnesses themselves has already increased 
tenfold. When Stalin just embarked on his repressive policy, there were 
approximately 10,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in the territory of the Soviet 
Union, and now there are over 170,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in modern 
Russia. Their number continues to grow, despite the ban on legal entities 
and persecution, and Jehovah’s Witnesses continue their preaching activity. 
When talking with them I became convinced that they will continue to preach.

As to the Russian society, it has not received a clear answer as to why 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are persecuted, because in the Judgement by the 
Supreme Court it is only stated that Jehovah’s Witnesses simply claim that 
their religion is true, while all other religions are a delusion. However, all 
believers of any religion believe the same if their faith in their religion is 
sincere.

Therefore, I believe that as this situation unfolds, and citizens will 
realize that it is necessary to include Jehovah’s Witnesses back within the 
Russian legal framework, and to rehabilitate them from those wrong, unfair 
accusations, which were presented to them at the time, as it was already 
done in relation to those repressions that were in the years under Stalin, 
Khrushchev, and Brezhnev. 
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The appearance of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan (then — 
Bible students) is usually attributed to the end of the 19th century. Then 
Kazakhstan, as you know, was part of the Russian Empire. Therefore, it is 
impossible to consider the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan 
without referring to the history of Russia.

Unfortunately, the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses, as in Russia and 
Kazakhstan, is, in principle, the history of a person’s struggle for freedom 
of conscience and religion.  It just so happened historically that from the 
moment the first followers of this Christian doctrine appeared on the territory 
of the then Russian Empire and up to the present day, we are witnessing a 
fierce struggle between the intolerance of the authorities and the believer’s 
thirst to believe and think in his own way.

So, in the 19th century, the policy of the Emperor was distinguished by 
special intolerance towards dissent and other religions, that is, towards those 
who did not share the beliefs of the Russian Orthodox Church.  Let us recall 
at least section 2 of the Code on Criminal and Correctional Punishments, 
which is called “On Crimes Against Faith (i.e, the Orthodox Church) and on 
Violations Protecting It from Resolutions,” which provided for punishment in 
the form of hard labor or exile to Siberia.

However, at the same time, some Russians traveled to the United States 
and there they became acquainted with the Watchtower Society.  And one 
of the first of them, according to the Jehovah’s Witnesses themselves, was 
a seminary graduate Semeon Kozlitsky.  He began to preach the ideas of the 
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Bible Students, for which he was convicted in 1891 and exiled with his wife 
and children to hard labor in the village of Bukhtarma (Ust-Kamenogorsk 
district of the Semipalatinsk region (now the East Kazakhstan region of 
Kazakhstan).

This is the date (1891) that the Kazakhstani Jehovah’s Witnesses 
consider the beginning of their history in the country.

But until World War II, the number of Bible Students in Russia, as well as 
in Kazakhstan, was relatively small.

It is well known that during the years of World War II, Hitler and the 
Nazis persecuted the Bible Students with particular cruelty and tenacity. 
Persecuted because they refused to support their political ambitions and 
nationalist ideals.

These were the most severe persecutions.  In general, according 
to various sources, in the period from 1933 to 1945 alone, 97 percent of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Germany were persecuted in one form or another, 
and more than 2 thousand died in the camps.

And these persecutions are still remembered in Germany to this day.  I 
well remember how in July 2009, being in Germany at the invitation of the 
University of Dresden, accompanied by the married couple Lindemann, I 
visited the former Sachsenhausen concentration camp.  And there we found 
a memorial plaque in memory of August Dickmann, on which was carved: 
“In memory of August Dickmann (born in 1910), Jehovah’s Witness.  In front 
of others, (he) was shot by an SS detachment on September 15, 1939 due 
to his refusal to military service on religious grounds!” But he was only 29 
years old.

We then stood in silence for a long time....
We remember the persecution in Nazi Germany. But in the USSR at that 

time, the persecution was no less severe. 
In the early 1940s, Jehovah’s Witnesses from Western Ukraine began to 

be exiled to Kazakhstan. Thousands of them fell into the cruel millstones of 
Karaganda Forced Labor Camp.

By the year 1951, that is being discussed today, strong Communities 
of believers had already appeared in Kazakhstan. And then an event took 
place, to which this conference is dedicated.

In 1951 – more than 7 thousand of Jehovah’s Witnesses were evicted 
forever from Western Ukraine, Belarus, Bessarabia, Moldova, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia, the so-called «Operation North.» They sent everyone 
to Siberia. Not to Kazakhstan.

But their relatives and friends had already been exiled to the Kazakh 
steppes before.  There are known cases when Jehovah’s Witnesses from 
Kazakhstan visited exiles in Irkutsk.  Contacts were forged and joint activities 
were organized.  They helped each other, passed on spiritual literature and 
recorded speeches to each other.  They have not lost their structure, but it 
has even become stronger.

And in 1965, when the exiles in Siberia were finally allowed to leave 
their exile, they were forbidden to return home.  And many went to Central 
Asia, to Kazakhstan.  In Kazakhstan, the attitude towards them was better, 
since among the inhabitants there were many exiled, objectionable and 
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be tolerant.  And hospitality and kindness, typical features of the Kazakh 
people, played a role.

However, the persecution of believers in the USSR continued.
In 1961, the Instructions on the Application of Legislation on Cults 

appeared, which directly indicated the prohibition of registration of 
“Jehovists” in the USSR.

Thus, it was confirmed that the activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were illegal, which automatically untied the hands of the security forces to 
persecute all Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the judges to conduct “show” trials.

There were enough such processes in Kazakhstan. Take, for example, 
the high-profile trial in Karaganda in 1962, which was even reported in the 
all-Union magazine «Ogonyok».

As a result, almost the entire older generation of believers went through 
prisons and camps.

In this regard, I remember how many years ago I came to Solnechnoye 
to collect materials for the first edition of the book “Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Kazakhstan and Central Asia”. Since I was already completely gray-haired, 
and not young in age, at first, they asked me: «Where are you from brother, 
where were you in prison?»

And we must understand that the persecution of the Witnesses by the 
authorities did not stop during all the years of the existence of the USSR.

On May 29, 1980, the Council for Religious Affairs passed a resolution 
«On the state and measures to strengthen the work to expose and 
suppress the illegal activities of the sect of Jehovah’s Witnesses.» And 
already a new generation of believers has faced brutal persecution by the 
security forces.

My story of acquaintance with this topic began at the very end of 
1984, when by the decision of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of Kazakhstan, I was dismissed from the position of editor-
in-chief of the journal «Party Life of Kazakhstan» for making it too critical, 
which aroused anger of the party officials of various levels against me. Wild 
persecution began. Therefore, I was sent to work as Deputy Commissioner 
of the Council for Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the 
USSR of the Kazakh SSR.

I thank fate that I found myself in this difficult position when Gorbachev’s 
perestroika began in the country.

The policy towards believers began to change. The authorities wanted 
to start a dialogue. A statement came from Moscow to do everything to 
liquidate the religious underground, and it was the largest in Kazakhstan at 
that time. 

It was extremely difficult to get Jehovah’s Witnesses, True Orthodox 
Christians, Inokentievites, Adventists-Reformists and others out of the 
underground.

Decades of severe persecution led to the fact that the leaders of these 
religious organizations practically did not trust the authorities (I will say right 
away that we were not able to complete this task fully).
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In order to fulfill Moscow’s assignments, we then tried to meet with 
the leaders of the underground communities. At first it was very funny. We 
called the regional or district authorities and asked to arrange a meeting 
for us. On the appointed day and time, we visit the supposed leader of the 
community. His wife met us. It was like: “Is Ivan Ivanovich at home? We have 
an appointment with him» – “No, he went to the region on business”

 «When will he come back?» «He said, that maybe tomorrow.» We drive 
off some distance, and watch the window. Suddenly we see Ivan Ivanovich 
looking out the window. This shows that the leaders of the community were 
simply afraid of us, remembering the past repressions.

And it took a huge effort to gradually establish contacts with many of 
them. 

I am telling all this in order to show that those who are persecuting 
believers today are stepping on the same rake and making all the same 
mistakes of the past. Persecution does not break believers or solve problems. 
And it seems that this is one of the main lessons that society needs to learn 
from today’s event. Intolerance and cruelty give rise only to grief and shame 
for those who use them.

The USSR realized this, but, unfortunately, too late.
Only on March 27, 1991, Jehovah’s Witnesses received legal recognition 

in the USSR. By the way, it is interesting that in Ukraine the registration was 
given a month earlier, on February 28, 1991.

In 1992, the first communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses received state 
registration in Kazakhstan as well.

Today, Jehovah’s Witnesses are registered in all regions and cities 
of republican significance in Kazakhstan and have undergone state re-
registration many times. 

And when in 2017 the news about the closure of legal entities of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Russian Federation thundered like a thunderbolt, 
and reports of detentions, even of the conditional persecution of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Russia, rained down one after another, the Kazakh society froze 
in anticipation of whether Kazakhstan would follow the “Big brother”? And 
it seemed that it would be so, because earlier, as soon as the persecution 
of this or that religious structure began, a similar company unfolded in 
Kazakhstan, in a word, if a bell was struck in Moscow, then the next day we 
would hear the echo in here.

But this time the situation was different. The country’s authorities 
refused to start a new wave of persecution. Of course, this does not mean 
at all that the authorities have become supportive of the Witnesses. But they 
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of sensitive topics and situations. And dialogue often helps to get more 
information and knowledge. And knowledge is the best remedy against 
intolerance. After all, to understand someone does not mean to share his 
position and views. The Kazakh authorities seem to have realized this as well.

As I said, the situation is still far from being simple and anti-cultism 
in our country, unfortunately, is tenacious and calls on society to cruelty 
and intolerance. It has many followers, it occupied the media, but the worst 
thing is that it penetrated deeply and settled there in the minds of individual 
representatives of power structures and officials. Anti-cultists easily raise 
again the Soviet horror stories, myths and slogans and, using the illiteracy of 
society, call for the return of the persecution of people of other faiths.

But everyone needs to remember that, perhaps, the first instruction on 
the persecution of sects appeared in Nazi Germany. Who do we want to take 
an example from? At its core, anti-cultism feeds on hatred and is destructive 
to both the individual and society.

I am deeply convinced that in general it is impossible and disastrous to 
live in the modern world being constantly at war with religious associations 
that someone does not like only because their beliefs differ from the beliefs 
of the so-called «traditional» religions.

Today it is no longer possible to think in the stereotypes of the Soviet 
period, when Jehovah’s Witnesses were driven underground. 

We shouldn’t repeat the mistakes of the past.
Therefore, I urge, somewhat paraphrasing Theodor Adorno, not to 

toughen the laws, but to develop a new categorical imperative: to think and 
act in such a way as to never repeat the mistakes of war with religion, for 
whoever advocates war «directly contributes to barbarism.»
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I should say that I have a personal reason to listen with great interest 
to these presentations and, also to watch the movies, because it resonates 
with personal family experience. My wife is from Lithuania and her parents 
were deported not because they were Jehovah’s Witnesses, but because 
they were regarded as nationalist and as socially anti-Soviet elements. She 
was conceived herself in Siberia, even if it was the end of her parents’ time 
there, and her mother was able to get back to Lithuania and give birth in her 
home country. But any time I participate in family reunions with my wife’s 
relatives, I hear stories of people who spent their youth with their deported 
parents, or were born in Kazakhstan or in Siberia. So, these stories for me 
are very moving and very familiar as part of my own experience, since I 
married a wife who grew up in the former Soviet Union. 

But today, I will not talk if not indirectly of the former Soviet Union or 
Ukraine, other speakers already explained how anti-cult theories coming 
from Russia and sometimes from France, are being imported into Ukraine. 
I would rather focus on how Jehovah’s Witnesses became a target of the 
anti-cult movement. 

I introduced myself in 1993 a distinction between two different realities: 
the religious or sectarian countercult movement and secular anti-cult 
movement. I did create this distinction myself, but it has been adopted by 
many other scholars. Basically, the countercult movement is a very old reality. 
In an organized form it started in 19th century but it existed even before 
and it consisted of the efforts of primarily Christian religionists to go after 
groups they regarded as not orthodox or heretic. Jehovah’s Witnesses were 
targeted even before they were called Jehovah’s Witnesses, when they were 
called Bible Students, because other Christian religionists regarded them 
as not orthodox. But the countercult movement was not really a political 
movement. It didn’t ask the states to intervene or to promulgate laws against 
heretics.  It worked by publishing books, or giving lectures or giving sermons, 
not through political lobbying. And of course, the countercult movement still 
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exists, if you go to a Catholic library in Italy, you will find books criticizing the 
theology of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, or the Mormons. And, if you go to an 
evangelical library, like in Mexico, you will see the same books and booklets 
against Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons and in an evangelical library, 
sometimes also against Catholics described as a cult. 

The anti-cult movement was something different, and it was born at the 
end of 1960’s. What happened in the 1960’s was with the hippie generation 
the interest by college students in new forms of spirituality mostly coming 
from Asia, some of them of Christian origin like the Unification Church of 
Reverend Moon, and some of them of Hindu or Buddhist origin like the Hare 
Krishna or Soka Gakkai.  What happened at that time is that some of these 
college students decided to drop out of university and abandon perspective 
careers as doctors or lawyers or business executives and work full time 
for the new religious movements. So, you can imagine, parents who had 
invested good money to have their son or daughter becoming a lawyer, 
when their son or daughter calls them and says: “You know what, I have 
decided to drop out of university and to devote my life, to shave my head 
and go around in the streets singing Hare Krishna.” And so, the parents 
were very upset, some of these parents were not particularly religious, they 
were secular, so they couldn’t care less about the truth or untruth of the 
religious theology of these movements, but they wanted their children back, 
back to their secular career. So, they used the argument of brainwashing, 
because that was a secular argument and they started lobbying the states 
to pass laws against brainwashing and against cults. And eventually this 
secular anti-cult movement spread to Europe and spread to Russia. 

Aleksander Dvorkin, already been mentioned, had been sent to study, 
already in Soviet times originally, to Untied States where he became familiar 
with ideology of the anti-cult movement. Now, the anti-cult movement and 
countercult movement are in very complicate relations, sometimes they 
cooperate and sometimes they clash, because secular anti-cultists may 
regard as cults even groups within the mainline religions. And sometimes 
they don’t agree, and sometimes they agree. And there is a very interesting 
phenomenon that, because of the money poured into Alexander Dvorkin’s 
organization by Russian government we have Alexander Dvorkin1 as an 
employee of the Russian Orthodox Church, who serves as Vice President 
of FECRIS which was born as the Federation of the secular anti-cult 
organizations throughout the Europe. But the boundaries are not fixed even 
if the differences remain very important. 

Now enter the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Jehovah’s Witnesses 
according to American scholar Gordon Melton, who did some statistics 
about countercult books and booklets, always were and remain today 
the number one target of the sectarian countercult movement. And that’s 
because a reason of size, Jehovah’s Witnesses are a large organization, 
they have been very successful. And the aim of religionists who are in the 
1 Note: On September 25, 2021, Dvorkin was not re-elected as Vice President of FECRIS.
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countercult movement is to prevent Christians from their denominations to 
be converted outside of the denomination. So, they are not happy that many 
converted to Jehovah’s Witnesses’ faith. So, Jehovah’s Witnesses are target 
number one for the countercult movement. 

On the other hand, particularly in United States the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were initially almost not a target of the secular anti-cult movement which 
had this typical scheme, “What is a bad cult? The bad cult is a cult targeting 
college students and making them renounced of their career.” So, the three 
cults which were mostly targeted by the secular anti-cult movements were 
the Unification Church of Reverend Moon, the Hare Krishna and the Children 
of God, later called the Family, because they did target college students 
and many college students converted to these three groups and dropped 
out of their career.  Surely this was not true for Jehovah’s Witnesses. Later 
the anti-cult movement expanded its activities to groups which were not 
targeting college students but were targeting people with money and asked 
substantial monetary compensation for their religious services, so to the 
three big cults as they called them, was added the fourth one — the Church 
of Scientology. And again, the Jehovah’s Witnesses did not correspond to 
this model. So, for the first decades of existence of the anti-cult movement 
as opposite to the countercult movement, the Jehovah’s Witnesses were 
hardly a target or were not a target. They became a target of the anti-cult 
movement in Europe, both in Western Europe and in Russia because in 
Europe there was a process of cross fertilization and cooperation although 
with problems between the sectarian countercult movement and the secular 
anti-cult movement. And that’s very visible again with the activities of 
Alexander Dvorkin but also in the group which invented the FECRIS, it was a 
French group called UNADFI. This group had originally been established by 
Roman Catholics even if later the Roman Catholics were largely marginalized 
and replaced by secular humanists. But there were institutions such as the 
Lutheran Dialog Center in Denmark and Germany, later also in Ireland where 
countercultists and anti-cultists cooperated. Since the countercultists, the 
religious people have Jehovah’s Witnesses as one of their main targets, also 
the anti-cultists started to apply their brainwashing model to the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. Eventually, this went back to the United States, where, as 
I said, the secular anticult movement was never very much interested in 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, it left the job to the religious countercult movements. 
But because of this cross fertilization in Europe which in a way bounced 
back to United States, the secular anti-cultists started adding Jehovah’s 
Witnesses to their list of cults, we see somebody like Leah Remini and Mike 
Rinder and Tony Ortega who are people who only cared about Scientology 
and now, in the TV show of Leah Remini and in the website of Tony Ortega 
you see sections against the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which is very strange 
because when you listen to them it’s clear they are not equipped to deal with 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, they have as their model of the bad cult, so to speak, 
Scientology and they only know something, perhaps less than they believe, 
about Scientology. 

My second part is why Jehovah’s Witnesses are attacked by the anti-
cult movement and why they get in trouble. I would like to introduce a 
sociological concept which has been formulated in Germany by sociologist 
Hans Joas. This is the concept of different sacralizations. In our western 
society different realities are being regarded as sacred. Of course, religion 
has been regarded as sacred for many centuries. But with the emergency 
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19th century, the state has also been regarded as sacred. And later with the 
affirmation of different human rights movements, the person, the individual 
person has also been regarded as sacred.

Now, for the Jehovah’s Witnesses only Jehovah, only God can properly 
be addressed in sacred terms. And they believe they belong to the Kingdom 
of God, and they believe that it’s a sin proscribed by the Bible to sacralize 
anything different, any reality other than God and this Kingdom. So, it is 
obvious that Jehovah’s Witnesses enter into conflict with states which 
promote and protect the sacralization of other religions. And that was the 
case for instance, in countries like Francoist Spain and to some extent fascist 
Italy which regarded Catholicism as the religion of the state. But also, as we 
heard today Russia is officially secular but in practice it protects the sacred 
role of the Russian Orthodox Church. This is very much obvious. And in 
protesting against states’ attempts to protect the sacred role of a monopoly 
church, the Jehovah’s Witnesses may find a lot of sympathy throughout the 
world because most of the democratic world agrees that it is wrong for the 
state to protect the monopoly of a given religion. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses also find themselves in trouble when they have to 
confront a strong sacralization of the state which is a heritage of the 19th 
century ethical state. That happens for instance, in realms like conscientious 
objection or refusal to salute the flag, refusal to sing the national anthem, 
refusal to vote in the elections. Because if in some countries a sacred 
conception of the state is prevailing, then the Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
infringing against the sacredness of the state and need to be punished. And 
that’s what happened in China, for instance. There are recent studies of 
China showing it as a country which has maintained the imperial idea that the 
state is sacred, only today that’s the Communist state. And that, of course, 
happened in the Soviet Union. In the Soviet Union the main religion or the 
only promoted religion was the religion of the state. And the Communist 
party compelled everybody to be part of this religion and loyal to this religion. 
So, of course, again the Jehovah’s Witnesses were punished because they 
regarded as an offence to God to sacrifice to the religion of the state. But 
here again the Jehovah’s Witnesses found allies and sympathy because at 
least today in democratic states we all agree that the state should not to be 
sacralized, because sacralized states tend to become totalitarian and non-
democratic. On this second account also the Jehovah’s Witnesses found an 
ally in the rulings at some stage by the US Supreme Court which consistently 
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ruled in favour to Jehovah’s Witnesses. When they were persecuted in Soviet 
Union, or even today in Russia, or in China, they found a lot of sympathy and 
support of international NGOs and courts.

The most difficult area for the Jehovah’s Witnesses is, when they refused 
to accept the modern sacralization of the individual, the sacralization of 
human rights, which is viewed as a sort of new religion, but it’s a new religion 
actively supported by many democratic states, and most of the media and 
powerful social movements. And this sacralization of individual human rights 
is of course a movement which has a lot of positive features, but it can enter 
into conflict with the corporate human rights and the rights, which are very 
important to me, the rights of religions to self-organize themselves, as they 
deem fit. In other words, the risk is that in countries where the sacralization 
of the individual human rights is very much prevailing, these rights are 
regarded as absolutely prevalent against the corporate rights of institutions. 
So, the freedom of the Jehovah’s Witnesses and of many other religions as 
organizations is regarded as less important than the freedom of individuals 
within the religious organizations including the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which 
may become something very dangerous for religious liberty, when states 
embrace this new sacralization of the individual rights and they presume to 
know what is in the best interest of individual members of religion more than 
this persons know their best interests themselves. So, we have now one area, 
where this conflict is very much evident. Just last month a court of justice in 
Ghent (Belgium) sentenced the organizations of Jehovah’s Witnesses to a 
fine, because they teach that members in good standings of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses excluding, that’s important, close relatives, should ostracize 
or shun those who have been disfellowshipped or that left the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. And notwithstanding the fact that 20 courts of law around the 
world ruled in the past that this practice is not illegal and on the contrary it 
is part of the religious liberty as corporate liberty of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
as an organization, the court of Ghent decided that this teaching is actually 
a crime and should be punished, if only with a fine. But this principle is very 
dangerous, actually tomorrow we will have a webinar on the Ghent court 
discussion with a number of international scholars discussing again the 
court decision, which is under appeal, it’s not a final decision. I mentioned 
the Ghent court decision because it is an excellent example of a court of law, 
i.e. the state, presuming to enter into the internal organization of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and telling them how they should organize and telling them that 
even if the persons who join them voluntarily when they join, they know that 
if they commit certain offences they may be disfellowshipped and if they are 
disfellowshipped, members will shun or ostracize them.  Nonetheless, the 
state or judges come and say: “No, no, you cannot voluntarily choose this, 
because that’s against our idea of individual liberty which is put such on a 
high pedestal, that in all cases of conflict with corporate liberty of religious 
bodies, or perhaps political parties, or other organization this sacralized 
liberty of the individual should prevail.”
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other religions. Because when they contest the sacralization of one religion 
in states, which have a state religion, they have a lot of sympathy, they 
find many allies. When they contest the nationalistic state, trying to deny 
their right of conscientious objection, or to compel them to sing the national 
anthem, or to vote, they find a lot of sympathy and allies in the democratic 
world. But when they defend their right to self-organize and to organize 
according to their interpretation of the Bible in matters like disfellowshipping 
or shunning, in these cases they go against this new religion sacralizing 
some human rights to the detriment of others and sacralize individual 
rights to the detriment of corporates rights, and here it is very difficult to 
find allies, because this new sacralization of the new rights of the individual 
is supported by most media, by powerful social movements and even by 
some governments.

So, the Jehovah’s Witnesses emerged largely victorious from their 
conflict with nationalistic states, at least where democracy prevails, as 
attested by decisions of the US Supreme court, Canadian Supreme Court 
and the European Court of Human Rights, although they still have problems 
in not totally democratic countries such as China or Russia. But now they are 
in a new arena, where they’re not fighting against monopoly religions, they 
are not fighting against sacralized ethical states, they are fighting against the 
idea that sacralized individual human rights are much more important and 
should prevail on corporate rights of freedom of religion of organizations 
and corporate bodies, and this fight is very difficult.

However, the Jehovah’s Witnesses prevailed in the others fights and 
perhaps it will prevail in this one as well, and that will go to the benefit of many 
other religions. But as it happened in the past with others fights it will not be 
easy and it will take years, if not decades to protect their corporate rights to 
self-organize as they deem it fit, and as they believe it’s in accordance with 
the Bible.

Thank you.

Question: Who is the most tolerant to Jehovah’s Witness in different 
countries, for example Christian countries or non-Christian countries, who is 
the most tolerant among those countries to Jehovah’s Witnesses?

Massimo Introvigne: I would say that Jehovah’s Witnesses faced 
problems almost everywhere, but they won their right to religious liberty, and 
so there is body of case law protecting them up to the Supreme Courts in 
Canada where they really changed the situation of religious liberty, fighting 
against Quebec establishment which tried to impose Catholicism as a sort 
of state religion, even if it was against the Canadian Constitution. Even in 
United States of course, they wanted the right, not to salute flag or to sing 
the national anthem, and these are decisions by the Supreme Court, so 
they stand. And, in Europe, they had a number of decisions of the European 
Court of Humans Rights, although we all know that nowadays Russia says, 
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they don’t feel bound by the decisions of the European Court of Humans 
Rights, but the other countries do. So, the Jehovah’s Witnesses have a 
very solid body of legal decisions protecting them. However, there are two 
fields, where we may see an erosion of these rights. One field, as we said, 
is disfellowshipping practices, and ostracism of the apostates, because this 
Ghent decision last month has opened a road. And now in France there is 
a new law on religion being discussed. Actually, the first law after 1905 and 
the next two weeks amendments will be discussed targeting the practice of 
ostracism of the apostates. They want to say they are against this law, but it 
will affect Jehovah’s Witnesses and other religions, as well.2 

The other field we need to watch is sexual abuse, because here is a 
lot of confusion. Because on one hand, of course the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
should respect like all others citizens the general laws about sexual abuse, 
and they do it in the countries where incidents of sexual abuse should be 
mandatorily reported to the authorities, they do report these incidents. But 
that’s not good enough for some people, again because of this sacralization 
of individual rights they presume that the states should enter into the internal 
organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and tell them how to deal with these 
accusations in their judicial committees, how judicial committees should 
be organized, what people should be disfellowshipped, and what people 
should not be disfellowshipped. And when you read media campaign about 
issues of sexual abuse among the Jehovah’s Witnesses, you see this great 
confusion, because they confuse the duty of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
countries where this is mandatory to report cases to the secular authorities, 
that will then deal with these cases according to the secular laws, and 
the right of the Jehovah’s Witnesses to deal with these cases in a parallel 
way with respect to secular justice through their internal organization. And 
these two things are different, but sometimes in media reports and even 
in some governmental documents, published for instance, in Australia, in 
the Netherlands and in Belgium, these differences are blurred. And I tried 
in my speech to explain that this isn’t coincidental, but it’s because of this 
ideology that states should enter into the religions and protect individual 
rights of the religionists, against their religious choices. And that’s new, 
because up to now, most decisions have stated that, if you are a member 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses or the Catholic Church or any other church, 
your individual freedom is protected by the fact that you are always free to 
leave this organization, to convert to a different religion, and even to found 
a new religion with your preferred rules. But as long as you remain in the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses or any other religion, you should respect the internal 
rules of this organization. But now, all this is being changed, and we see 
courts of law, such as in the Ghent case or such as the parliamentarians’ 
discussion of new law in France, which claim that individual members of a 
religious organization when they believe their internal rules and procedures 
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the state and the state can intervene. And this is a far-reaching obligation. 

For instance, there are people in France and elsewhere claiming 
that if a church doesn’t want to celebrate same sex marriages, this is a 
discrimination against their gay members and so the state should intervene 
and compel the church to celebrate or to bless same sex marriages. We 
are already hearing this, and I believe, this is totally wrong, because if you 
are a homosexual person or a couple and you are member, let’s say, of the 
Catholic Church, which is not blessing your union, your liberty is to leave 
the Catholic Church and to join another church that perhaps would bless 
your homosexual marriage, or even you can establish a new church, which 
would then have among its tenants to bless same sex marriages. But as 
long as you remain within the Catholic Church you should respect the rules 
of Catholic Church. 

Another situation is related to the statements that the Catholic Church 
or the Mormon church or other churches do not ordain women as priests. 
This is claimed to be a violation of the human’s rights of the women, and 
so a woman could go to court and try to compel the Catholic Church or the 
Mormon church to ordain her as a priest. But again, I’m sorry about being 
repetitious, the idea is that religious liberty of this woman to leave the church 
that is not ordaining the women and go to another church which does, or 
perhaps establish her own church but as long as she decided to remain a 
Catholic, or to remain a Mormon she cannot ask the state to intervene and to 
change the internal rules of Catholic Church, or the Mormon church. So far, 
this was totally clear, but now with powerful social movements, for the so-
called new rights, all this is called into question. And that’s why tomorrow we 
have this webinar about the Ghent decision, as a very dangerous decision, 
because it will open a floodgate of states entering into the internal matters 
of religious organizations and tell them how they should organize, which will 
be the end of religious liberty as we know it.
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The memory of the repressive anti-religious policy of the totalitarian 
state, which the Soviet Union was, encourages the defense of the right 
to freedom of conscience even today, despite the fact that 70 years have 

passed since Operation North. During the period of USSR anti-religious 
policy, thousands of believers were persecuted, and for sure Jehovah’s 
Witnesses suffered the most. Researchers were convinced regarding this 
because of study of archival documents, interviews with the representatives 
of different Protestant churches, apart from Jehovah’s Witness, namely, 
Baptists, Pentecostals, and Adventists who also suffered repression from 
the Soviet authorities. In modern time the issues of freedom of conscience, 
freedom of religion, and the even broader issue of freedom of thought have 
been and remain extremely important for religious organizations, and for 
researchers and religious scholars. After all, during the Soviet era, Ukrainian 
religious scholars were forced to obey the ideology and documents of the 
Communist Party, that is, they were also in tight circumstances. According 
to Professor Anatoliy Kolodnyi, religious studies had a double meaning — 
atheistic and religious. After all, only in this way could both teachers and 
scholars tell the general public about atheism, which was an obligatory 
component, as well as about the nature of religion, specific denominations, 
and their status in Ukraine. It should be highlighted that Ukraine was then 
the largest Christian region in the former Soviet Union. And this is where 
almost two-thirds of the union’s religious network was concentrated.

A person always strives to enjoy freedom, cultural freedom and rights. 
Therefore, understanding the importance of preserving, strengthening, 
and developing rights and freedoms is the very foundation that can unite 
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the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses, other religious organizations, 
and religious scholars as secular scholars. Under Soviet rule, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were repressed, their meetings were forbidden, and they had to 
operate underground. In those days, labelling of Jehovah’s Witnesses as a 
cult did not just take root. It was used by the authorities to form a negative 
public opinion about this trend. Today, in the independent Ukraine, like other 
currents of late Protestantism, Jehovah’s Witnesses have gone through this 
path from forbidden cults to a fairly high level of institutionalization and legal 
legitimacy. Probably, Ukrainian religious scholars have also contributed 
to this, in particular through scientific and educational work. They convey 
to society the idea of the process of social depressurization of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. It is articulated that believers generally welcomed the development 
of the Ukrainian state. As Professor Kolodnyi said, this is evidenced by the 
gradual Ukrainization of the religious meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
This and much more is discussed in the Sixth Volume «Late Protestantism 
in Ukraine», edited by Professor Peter Yarotsky, a scholar who studies 
Protestant movements in general and Jehovah’s Witnesses in particular and 
is well-known in Ukraine and abroad. At such events as the international 
academic online-conference “Operation North”, the direct cooperation of 
scholars and representatives of the denomination of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
intensifies. 

The Religious Freedom magazine which is well-known not only in 
Ukraine but also in broad international circles contains objective articles 
about the Church of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Its title speaks volumes about 
the discourse that unfolds in the pages of this magazine. The expert activity 
of Ukrainian religious scholars is a safeguard against the oppression of the 
rights of religious organizations. The religious expertise mentioned by Mr. 
Oleksiy Lukyanov was performed in 2013 by then Department of the History 
of Religions, Practical Religious Studies, and the Institute of Philosophy of 
the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine named after Skovoroda. The 
issue concerned just the assessment of the language of hostility that took 
place in the Poltava region. Then, too, the Kingdom Hall was desecrated 
with a swastika and the inscription «cult» in black. According to the scholars’ 
conclusion in this religious examination, it was testified that the Church of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses realizes in Ukraine a powerful socio-humanitarian, 
educational, missionary, liturgical, educational and rehabilitation potential, 
has a developed system of seminaries, colleges, universities, theological 
institutes, and training which is provided by qualified teaching staff, its own 
publishing and printing base, religious TV and radio programs, and extensive 
mission associations.  This is also a definite response to the presence of 
objective information. Religious scholars have this information because they 
study a living religious object, communicate with the bearers of religion. And 
based on all this, it is concluded that such a denominational arrangement as 
that of Jehovah’s Witnesses cannot be considered a cult. This serves as an 
example of a scientific approach to determining the form of an organization.
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Another religious expertise concerning the content and forms of weekly 
worship in the places of worship of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Kingdom 
Halls, recognized that communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses have the 
authority to determine the form and content of their rites, and their places of 
worship are considered shrines and traditional places of worship.

When speaking with some expert opinions, i.e. expert speech, we tried 
to dialogue with the same Mr. Petukhov and with the anti-cult organization 
«Dialogue», although it was very similar to a situation where you try to play 
by the rules of chess, and others play by the rules of cards. So, it was very 
difficult to achieve any mutual understanding. Evidently, the representatives 
of this organization did not plan to reach understanding as objective 
conclusion of our communication.

Both members of the religious organization of Jehovah’s Witnesses and 
religious scholars are concerned about the recent religious situation in the 
neighboring country, where there is increasing intolerance, extremism on 
religious grounds. In Russia there was liquidation of Jehovah’s Witnesses’ 
organizations and communities. This campaign to persecute and ban 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia has been unanimously condemned by the 
United Nations, the Council of Europe, the OSCE, and the European Union. 
Some states, including Germany, the United States and a large number of 
international organizations, also protested. Unfortunately, some researchers 
of religions in Russia, in contrast to Ukrainian theologians, consider 
Jehovah’s Witnesses a cult, and these foundations of scientific bias are 
then continued in the courts and so on. However, for the sake objectivity it 
should be mentioned that not everyone thinks so, and Ukrainian theologians 
are in solidarity with Doctor of Philosophy Sergey Ivanenko and director of 
the Center for Religious Studies «Religiopolis» Kateryna Elbakyan, who has 
repeatedly stressed that the liquidation of the organization in Russia  is an 
extremely negative phenomenon. I cannot fail to recall in this context the 
famous saying of the German publicist and writer Ludwig Börne: «Everyone 
prefers freedom. A fair person requires it for everybody. An unfair person 
requires it for himself only». Therefore, in the end, we all need to remember 
that if religious freedom is affirmed in a country, it is affirmed for all, and if it 
is not for at least one religious denomination, it will not be for anyone. 

Therefore, Ukrainian theologians are ready to continue to assert the 
rights of believers, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, in their desire not only 
to profess themselves, but to freely and publicly disseminate their religious 
teachings, to study not only in the family but also in the religious community 
and abroad, to open their own educational institutions, to establish 
enterprises for the production of their own religious literature and at the level 
of other public organizations to use not only their own but also the public 
mass media. 

I would like to emphasize once again that even today’s conference, to 
which scientists were invited, speaks of the need, possibility and effectiveness 
of such cooperation. Moreover, it becomes relevant in the context that 
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given, that is, it is something that must be constantly defended. It constantly 
needs to be monitored, pondered over, preserved, and so on.

Still, in Ukraine there are hot spots where religious freedom is oppressed. 
These are the territories of annexed Crimea and the temporarily occupied 
territories of Luhansk and Donetsk regions. I know that Jehovah’s Witnesses 
suffer the most there, and at the same time a number of evangelical religious 
organizations are persecuted and discriminated against on religious grounds. 
So, we have a direction in which to move and where to direct out joint efforts 
to consolidate religious rights and freedoms.

____________

if religious freedom is affirmed in a country, 
it is affirmed for all, and if it is not for at 
least one religious denomination, it will not 

be for anyone  
____________
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After the collapse of the Soviet Union there was hope that freedom is 
back, and freedom of religion or belief is protected from now on. Regarding 
new religious movements (I’m not using the term ‘sect’ which has a negative 
connotation), the initial reaction to the growing diversity of the movements 
was quite negative in some states, and it still is very negative in quite a 
few states of the former USSR including, for example, Russia. This initial 
negative reaction was even evident also in Estonia, where I’m coming from, 
and I’m not just talking about Jehovah’s Witnesses. There was a phobia 
against new religious movements (Jehovah’s Witnesses are sometimes 
classified as such as well). This was probably an echo of similar reactions to 
these movements in Western Europe and in the United States previously. In 
some cases, these attitudes towards minority religions changed later but in 
others they have remained.

My own background is in International Law and Human Rights. I teach 
both of these topics at the University of Tartu, however, my research focus 
always has been «Freedom of Religion or Belief». I have often been asked 
about my choice of this focus. I think the explanation fits very well with today’s 
topic. One of the reasons I started to research freedom of religion or belief was 
my own grandfather, who was arrested in the end of 1940s and sentenced for 
25 plus 5 in Siberia (effectively for lifetime) for distributing or carrying religious 
literature. He wasn’t a religious man at all, he was just helping a friend. I did 
not dare to ask him whom he was helping. He didn’t want to talk very much 
about his experience in Vorkuta. He got released after 8 years in prison when 
Stalin died. The memories of all the bad treatment he faced for just helping a 
friend to exercise his or her religious freedom were too strong.

Unfortunately, we are still witnessing tremendous persecution of religious 
minorities, not only Jehovah’s Witnesses, in many states across the globe. 
Thus, there’s still a lot of work to do. Human rights protection, as we know 
it today, is quite a new phenomenon.  It emerged after the Second World 
War, being influenced by the atrocities that were happening during that war. 

MERILIN KIVIORG  —  
PhD, Associate Professor of International 
Law at the University of Tartu (Estonia) 

“RELIGIOUS FREEDOM —  
AN IMPORTANT COMPONENT OF 
SECURITY AND DEMOCRACY”
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We should not take human rights protection for granted, and we should 
not take freedoms for granted. Every human rights law textbook since the 
Second World War starts with a statement about the universality of human 
rights. It is usually stated that the principle of universality of human rights 
is the cornerstone of international human rights law. This principle, as first 
mentioned in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, 
has been subsequently reiterated in many international human rights 
conventions and declarations and resolutions. The 1993 Vienna World 
Conference on Human rights, for example, noted that it is a duty of states to 
promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms regardless 
of their political, economic, or cultural systems. 

However, human rights have not been respected universally even right 
after the Second World War, and I think my grandfather’s example is quite 
explicit on that. History of suppressions of religious freedom in the former 
USSR are illustrative but it is a problem today as well. These days more than 
ever the universality of human rights has been questioned. More than ever 
there are claims that human rights need to be interpreted context-based, 
and their scope and content depend on specific circumstances of the 
state. Even those states which had previously adhered to a liberal approach 
to human rights have from time to time shifted to what can be called a 
hybrid approach to human rights. This approach means that human rights 
protection starts from other premises (for example security) than originally 
envisaged by the UDHR, which leads to restrictions on certain human rights 
and diversions from international human rights standards. The concept of 
universality of human rights is based on ideas of equal worth and dignity of 
every human being. Human rights are seen as the rights in strict and strong 
sense as entitlements that one has simply because one is a human being.

The idea of equal worth and dignity of every human being is intrinsic to 
the concept of human rights. International and political human rights talk 
abounds with this rhetoric. Unfortunately, political talk sometimes diverts 
from this rhetoric, and worst, the practice does not follow the talk. Despite 
of the differences in understanding of origins of dignity, whether it stems 
from, for example, religious or philosophical ideas or history, it is a founding 
concept of human rights and captured in multiple human rights instruments, 
including the UDHR and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights. Dignity is not mentioned in the text of the European Convention 
on Human Rights (ECHR) but the European Court of Human Rights has 
definitely made it explicit that this concept is also at the foundations of the 
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European Convention on Human Rights. The concept of dignity may have its 
internal contradictions. It has been described sometimes as a double-edged 
sword (depending on who decides what is dignified). We also will probably 
never agree on the exact origins of dignity (divine, rational or something 
else). Despite that, it has been seen as a lighthouse or placeholder to keep 
human rights on the correct course. Agreement on origins is probably not 
only impossible but also unnecessary, provided we have some common 
understanding of what respect for dignity requires. Christopher McCrudden 
rightly argues that there are some core elements to dignity that can be 
argued to have been agreed upon. Firstly, every human being possesses 
intrinsic worth merely by being human (ontological explanation). Secondly, 
this should be recognized and respected by others. And some forms of 
treatment by others are inconsistent with or required by respect of this 
intrinsic worth (relational argument). Thirdly, the state should exist for the 
sake of individual human beings and not vice versa. We should not lose the 
sight of this common core of dignity. 

The concept of dignity is also important because it explains why we 
protect freedom of religion or belief as one of the fundamental rights. Religion 
or belief may be a core element of an individual’s identity and for some 
potentially determinative of one’s entire way of being. For those who do 
not believe, the right to freedom of religion or belief is a guarantee that they 
would not be forced to believe. It also serves as a reminder that, however 
bizarre, a particular religion or belief may seem, it is important for many 
fellow citizens. 

As to connection between freedom of religion or belief and democracy, 
both religion and belief are considered to be salient aspects of one’s identity 
and protection of this identity is important for democracy. This was, for 
example, emphasized by the European Court of Human Rights in the very 
famous and frequently cited Kokkinakis case from 1993 that concerned a 
Jehovah’s Witness who was convicted for unlawful proselytizing under Greek 
law. Actually, this was the first case concerning freedom of religion or belief 
which was decided in the European Court of Human Rights. Before that, the 
cases had only reached the European Commission of Human Rights that 
existed until the reform of the Court in 1998. 

Democracy, however, is one of those concepts which seems to be 
obvious and clear, but it is nonetheless hard to define. Some authors have 
even argued that centrality of democracy to the European convention 
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the convention or that there is absolute clarity about what it means. I only 
partially agree with that. The European Court on Human Rights has given 
some guidance how, in today’s human rights context, democracy should 
be interpreted. Since Kokkinakis, the Court stated numerous times that 
pluralism of religious or moral ideas of individuals is indissociable from a 
democratic society. There can be no democracy without pluralism. It has 
also emphasized that tolerance and broad-mindedness are hallmarks of a 
democratic society. The requirements of rule of law, protection of minorities, 
and non-discrimination should be added to this list. According to the Court, 
democracy seems to be the only form of governance where human rights are 
thriving. One could argue that freedom of religion or belief can work almost 
as a litmus test for the health of democracy in a particular state. If there 
is something wrong with freedom of religion or belief this tells something 
about protection of human rights in a country generally, but also tells us 
something about the health of democracy in that country. Thus, freedom of 
religion or belief is an important component for democracy.

As to security, historically and even today we can see how religion 
generally or some religious groups have been considered dangerous or 
destructive by some regimes or by some ideologies. This has resulted in 
attempts to restrict or terminate certain groups across the globe. There is 
some increased level of anxiety and tension in Europe and beyond which 
influence balance between protection of freedom of religion or belief and 
security. There are multiple drivers behind it. Not all of them are necessarily 
in place simultaneously in all countries. Just to mention a few, some see 
everything today in terms of a civilizational conflict, for example, robustly 
defined as the conflict between Christian Europe and Islam or as a conflict 
between liberal rights and cultural or religious identity. The recent migration 
crisis, also far-right populism, and nationalism (that are on rise) have 
contributed to the tensions. Now we also have the pandemic, which has 
fueled issues about freedom of religion or belief in many parts of the world 
where restrictions, allegedly needed for restricting freedom of movement 
for the sake of containing the pandemic have also been used to suppress 
freedom of religion or belief of some groups disproportionally. There is also 
simply hatred, lack of tolerance of others, and fear of change or what the 
future will bring. The truth probably is that the social political situation is 
changing rapidly, and it has become increasingly more complex to rationalize 
over the processes that take place. 

Security can be understood both in a narrow and in a broad sense. 
In the narrow sense, it means physical security, and personal integrity as 
also embodied in many human rights instruments, including Article 5 of 
the ECHR. This security is very important today, for example, regarding 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia, where people are actually detained just 
because of their religion. However, security can also be defined in a broad 
sense extending to general wellbeing, including in the social and economic 

____________

freedom of religion or belief can work almost 
as litmus test to test The health of democracy 

in a particular state 
____________

Mer i l i n  K i v io rg



Opera t ion  Nor th

78

sense. The OSCE, Organization of the Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
for example, has adopted a comprehensive security approach, which sees 
security and protection of human rights, including freedom of religion or belief 
important for each other. In that sense human rights contribute to security 
and security contributes to human rights. However, we can witness tighter 
rules emerging in many parts of Europe and beyond to tackle both real and 
imagined threats to security. Proposed solutions in Europe to these tensions 
have varied from strong claims for more religion (or at least, traditional religion 
and culture – akin to Russia’s approach) in the public sphere, to strong 
claims for no religion in the public realm (akin to the French approach). It is 
perhaps fair to observe that both individual and collective freedom of religion 
have become something of an endangered species of human rights in this 
fraught atmosphere. Such measures, especially those that are very broad 
or applied arbitrarily, are often enacted in the name of “national”, “state” or 
“public” security, or in the interests of preserving or maintaining “peaceful 
coexistence”, “social stability” or “social harmony”. Experience shows that 
such limitations can worsen rather than improve security. 

One should remember that although manifestation of religion or belief is 
not an absolute right, freedom of religion or belief can be limited only in very 
restricted circumstances, and there are only a very few legitimate purposes 
for restricting freedom of religion or belief. National security, for example, 
is not one of them. Moreover, freedom of religion or belief cannot be, for 
example, derogated even during the public emergency (as, for example, set 
forth in Article 4 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights).

Yesterday there was a short briefing by the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Freedom of religion or belief, Dr. Ahmed Shaheed. He warned against 
labeling something dangerous without criticism, which often happens. 
Although not explicitly mentioned in his talk, one could see in labeling also 
the tendency of securitization of religion or securitization of rights. In some 
parts of the world, Jehovah’s Witnesses have been labeled as a security 
concern allegedly threatening the establishment, political regime, or just not 
really complying with the traditional understanding of how things should 
be. Dr. Shaheed also pointed out another tendency we should avoid – 
dehumanizing. We can witness how dehumanizing has been happening in 
regard to many religious communities. We think we know something, we put 
a label on it without actually thinking of the real people behind it. 

Do not get me wrong, security is important, but it also calls for balancing 
the values that need to be protected. It should also mean that freedom 
of religion or belief should not be simply sacrificed to achieve security in 
whatever sense we are thinking about it. It would be a slippery slope for 
protection of all human rights if we do not critically analyze what is the actual 
security concern.

So, there are different factors which influence security debates and 
debates on whether freedom of religion or belief can be restricted for the 
sake of security. Alongside with historical factors, there are many other 
factors such as identity politics, the refugee crisis, and so on. As the Speaker 
of the Estonian Parliament at his visit to a security forum in Ukraine pointed 
out not long ago: currently there is a battle of open and closed worldviews 
going on in Europe and beyond. One can argue that this battle in the post-
Soviet countries can also be seen as one of the echoes of Soviet times filled 
with suspicion of otherness and lack of individual freedoms. Simply put – 
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1951  2021the experience of democracy has been too short. The lack of experience of 
protecting freedom of religion or belief for years and persecution of religion 
during the USSR time has a spin-off effect how things are viewed today. 
One should add to this the negative effects of the absence of education 
about different religions and their beliefs. However, all these concerns do 
not apply only to the former Soviet Union. 

The big question is how to remedy it. Dr. Shaheed yesterday pointed 
out a couple of things, practical things. One of those remedies is education. 
Another is cooperation: between different agencies, state and religious 
communities, religious communities themselves, and between state, 
religious communities, and secular society. The Special Rapporteur also 
emphasized the importance of creating positive imaging of religion and 
providing balanced education through media. There are a lot of measures 
that can be applied, and even if not everything can be achieved, one can 
have hope. Besides these practical things that can be done, there is also 
importance of having conceptual clarity on what human rights, including 
freedom of religion or belief, are based on. Building human rights up from 
other premises, for example, from protecting security or on other criteria 
rather than dignity and equal worth and universality is very, very dangerous. 
Losing the sight of the core concepts such as mentioned will have a 
detrimental effect on protection of human rights on the whole, freedom of 
religion or belief specifically, and the functioning of democracy. 

So, I conclude here and if you have any questions, I’m happy to answer 
them.

Question: From your viewpoint, was there in the situation in Russia 
any balance made between the security of the state and rights of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses?

Merilin Kiviorg: My viewpoint is very clear. No, there was no 
proportionality. Security concerns or security arguments should not have 
ever come to play. One simple example is that Jehovah’s Witnesses are 
registered as legitimate communities in many parts of the world, many parts 
of Europe, most of the European Union, and no other state has raised this 
kind of concern. And this, although may have perhaps not so explicitly using 
the term ‘security’, but European Court of Human Rights has been quite 
explicit about the disproportionality of these restrictions in Russia. I think a 
very good comment regarding Russia was made by the former UN Special 
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, professor doctor Heiner 
Bielefeldt: if Jehovah’s Witnesses are extremists, then we are all extremists. 

Question: How has Estonian society successfully dealt with the Soviet 
past? 

Merilin Kiviorg: Well, I think it’s a tricky question to answer, and I’m 
grateful for you to asking that. I’m not entirely sure that we fully coped with it, 
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we have seen also similar tendencies in Estonia, popping up now and then 
where activities of new religious movements have been questioned. I was 
part of the working group who was putting together the 2002 Churches and 
Congregations Act which deals with collective freedom and also individual 
freedom of religion or belief and with registration of religious communities. 
When the law went to the Parliament, there were also calls, for example, 
from the Estonian Council of Churches and from other actors as well to 
restrict activities of so called destructive religious communities. Whatever 
that meant at that time you can only imagine. Fortunately, reason won in the 
parliamentary discussions and these proposals did not make it into the law. 
You can see the same dynamics, I think, everywhere. In my personal view 
it’s also very much tied to simple tolerance or respect to others’ identity and 
religious freedom, which some people have, and some people do not.

Question: How does the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses reflect 
on the Estonian society? What has been done to commemorate this event?

Merilin Kiviorg: If you mean, state facilitated commemoration of 
deportation of solely Jehovah’s Witnesses, then to my knowledge (although 
I may be wrong) no. However, the deportation of people whatever their 
background is commemorated. The dates of mass deportation to Siberia 
were also designated as state holidays, flag days. The persecution during 
the Soviet time did not only concern Jehovah’s Witnesses, they were sent to 
Siberia alongside with many others, for whatever the reason was.
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IHOR KOZLOVSKYY  —  
PhD, Senior Researcher of Department of 
Religious Studies, Institute of Philosophy 
named after H.S. Skovoroda of the National 
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, President 
of the Center for Religious Studies and 
International Spiritual Relations (Ukraine)

“THE CULTURE OF MEMORY AND HISTORY 
OF REPRESSIONS AGAINST JEHOVAH’S 
WITNESSES”. SPEECH AT THE PRESS 
CONFERENCE «OPERATION NORTH.  
70 YEARS AFTER: IMPORTANT LESSONS  
OF REPRESSION», APRIL 9

The attitude toward the religious community of Jehovah’s Witnesses is 
a kind of litmus test, both for tolerance and for totalitarianism. We live in an 
era called the «Age of Commemoration.” Commemoration is a purposeful 
process of preserving the memory of important events for the nation. I 
emphasize once again, for the whole nation, not just for the individual 
community, is what we are currently considering in connection with the 
conference that took place.

Society is what it remembers about itself. That is, as a nation we are what 
we remember about all the components of our nation. And the relevance of 
this is manifested in several such concepts which have already entered the 
academic community. These are historical memory and cultural memory, 
religious memory, ethics of memory, and culture of memory. It means there 
is even such a field of memory study as memorial science. 

The culture of memory is an important continuous process in which 
every culture, every social group, and every religious community forms and 
stabilizes its identity through the reconstruction of its own past. We need to 
understand who we are in order to see exactly these values that have been 
nurtured during the development of a certain community. On the other hand, 
the past is rediscovered. We discover the past. We rethink it and thus give 
it a new life by filling it with those meanings that are extremely important 
for us in order to realize its significance. Memories are not just a given, but 
something that concerns not only the past, but even the present. That is, we 
create such a new social construction when we remember the past. And the 
culture of memory is also the process of incorporating all the components 
of historical memory into one text. This also applies to different religious 
communities, different social communities. That is why history, the historical 
memory of the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951, is part of our 
common national memory. I emphasize once again that this applies not 
only to the individual community, but to the nation as a whole. Because it 
reflects almost all the processes that were characteristic of the development 
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in general and of the area where we live, its history and people. This means 
that memory is a factor in the formation of national identity. 

We should recollect these events as often as possible, include them 
in the general historical context, and describe them in textbooks, so that 
everyone who is interested in national development in one way or another 
really knows about them. This will contribute to the establishment of our 
national identity. So, we all should recall and remember all processes 
concerning certain religious communities. Experts have long concluded 
that the most successful are those societies and those nations that find 
in the historical experience some sound consolidating ideas, ways of 
understanding, without which it is impossible to move forward.

Yesterday I was watching and listening to all the speeches at the 
conference with interest. It was impressive. It requires not only such episodic 
mentioning of these events. This should become a process of including 
these historical events in the general history of Ukraine. 

Why did it happen in Western Ukraine, why in Western Belarus, the 
Baltic States or in Moldova? First, those were new territories that became 
parts of the Soviet Union. Second, we remember that the struggle against 
religion in the USSR since 1929 was officially equal to political struggle. 
And all religious communities were seen as class enemies. And here was a 
double gain. On the one hand, those were new territories.  Those were new 
religious communities, and the policy of the state was aimed at destroying 
everything that could somehow undermine the foundations of the totalitarian 
regime. From the totalitarian viewpoint, they were also suspected of links 
to various hostile elements. For example, cooperation with the UIA (the 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army). In 1980s there was a trial of one of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Donetsk during which he said in his speech that it was not the 
first time he would go to prison because he was a partisan. And when they 
looked at him in surprise, he said: «Yes, I was one of the partisans in the 
UIA». It was the moment when the judges realized that before them was a 
man who had come a long way in shaping his worldview both as a fighter 
for national ideals and as a person who later became a real fighter for his 
religious beliefs, for his religious worldview.

In the Soviet Union, the attitude toward Jehovah’s Witnesses was quite 
specific. In the late 1980s, Soviet party representatives began to think 
about how to proceed, what to do with Jehovah’s Witnesses. And there 
was even the idea that Jehovah’s Witnesses were something very close 

____________

the historical memory of the deportation  
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951, is part  

of our common national memory 
____________

____________

policy of the state was aimed at destroying 
everything that could somehow undermine  

the foundations of the totalitarian regime 
____________



83

1951  2021to communism, because they were going to build the Kingdom of God on 
earth, and the communists were doing that too. There even were attempts 
to impose communist ideology on certain groups of Jehovah’s Witnesses.  I 
remember it well. 

Now we live in a different situation: according to the current legislation 
in Ukraine, all religious communities have equal rights.  We have neither 
preferences nor oppression. And the conditions are in place for every religious 
community, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, to have full rights and exercise 
those rights. We, as religious scholars, deal with questions so that there 
should be no hate speech in society, that negative myths about Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and other religious communities should be shattered. It is our 
task as specialists so that we can continue to build a truly open democratic 
and tolerant state. And this conference, dedicated to the deportation 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951, is also a step towards further tolerance 
of Ukrainian society so that we can continue to discover these pages of 
history and understand that in our time there are different religious views 
that must be respected and individuals have every right to profess their faith 
openly. This is how we differ from those totalitarian regimes, including those 
on the occupied territories of the Crimea and some areas in Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions, where, unfortunately, harsh policies which once led to the 
deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses to Siberia continue.

Question: Do you see any parallels between the reasons behind 
the eviction during «Operation North» which took place 70 years ago and 
modern-day persecution of Witnesses in Russia?

Ihor Kozlovskyy: Of course. I see because Russia is a state that does 
not abandon its imperial ideology, and any empire is built on the unification 
of worldview and ideas of the so-called «Russian world». These ideas are 
revanchist and aimed at rebuilding the Russian Empire or a kind of Soviet 
Union. Attempts to create a system where any freedom of conscience, any 
other thinking is cleansed, are characteristic of such an empire as a structure 
that tries to create a monotonous system in life. I know this personally 
because I am a prisoner of conscience. For two years I suffered because 
I have a different opinion than those who seized power in some areas of 
Donetsk and Luhansk regions.

Question: Continuing this topic and considering your experience as a 
prisoner of conscience, now, after 70 years of eviction and deportation, there 
are fewer and fewer participants who can tell something about themselves 
and the terrible situations and circumstances in which they found themselves. 
In your opinion as a prisoner of conscience, how important is it for such 
people to be heard by society during their life, and not decades later after 
they die when we will only learn about them from archival documents?
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Ihor Kozlovskyy:  This is extremely important because these people 
are injured. For anyone who has been through prison, torture, or eviction, it 
is an unconditional trauma. And the traumatized person expects only one 
thing — mercy, which means that justice should be restored, and justice is 
that we must hear their confession, their story. Their souls need to share this 
very  open message to society. And we need to take care of such people. 
We need to communicate with them. Society, of course, must hear them. 

____________
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FIRSTHAND STORIES

“WHEN THE BRIGADIER OF THE COLLECTIVE FARM 
SAW CHILDREN, WOMEN AND THE ELDERLY EXILED 
AS “ENEMIES OF THE STATE”, HE SAID: ‘IT IS 
A SHAME FOR A COUNTRY THAT IS AFRAID OF 
SUCH ENEMIES TO BE CALLED A STATE’” 

Anne Tynnisson, Estonia

“IN SIBERIA WE WERE 
HUNGRY All The tiME”

Romualda Ivleva, Lithuania

“at The BEGINNING, LOCALS ResIdentS 
AVOIdeD US, BECAUSE TheY WERE toLD 
WE WERE AMERICAN SPIes”

Bezkorovaina Maria, Ukraine

“USUAllY WE All atE 
ONLY ONCE A DAY”

 Petras Gudas, Lithuania
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FIRSTHAND STORIES

“IN THE VILLAGE OF MOLTE, Ziminsky 
DISTRICT, WE WERE SETTLED IN 
HOUSES WITHOUT ROOFS IN WHICH SNOW 
WAS UP TO THE WAIST”

Shpan Olexiy, Ukraine

“EveN WHen The TEMPERatURE DROpped to 
-50Cо, WE COntINUed to WorK IN foresT 
CUTTING WOODS WitH hand SAWS”

 Stanislovas Kershis, Lithuania

“WE WERE NOT PAID for 
WorK at All. IN The SAME 
1951 YeaR MY FatHER DIed 
of HUNGER”

Birute Ronkauskene, Lithuania

“MY FatHER DIed of HUNGER  
IN The FIRst YeaR of stAYING 
IN SIBERIA, IN 1951”

 Matilda Bushmaite, Lithuania

“iN THE VILLAGE OF DUBROVKA, 
ZYRIANSKYI DISTRICT, WE WERE 
GIVEN A DILAPIDATED HOUSE. WE HAVE 
SETTLED THERE” 

Bezhenar Vira, Moldova
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“THE FIRST TWO YEARS  
IN SIBERIA WE ATE 
POTATOES AND DRANK TEA 
WITH THE HELP OF SPOONS 
FROM A PLATE”

Melnyk Hryhoriy, Ukraine

“The GOveRNmenT SPReaD RUMor 
thaT WE WERE CANNIBALS.  
TAKING AXes, LOCAL ResIdentS 
AppROACHed US ON The THIRD DAY”

Melnyk Hryhoriy, Ukraine

“WHen MY AUnt SENT US AppleS, haLF of TheM 
WERE ROTTen, BUT WE atE TheM All”

 Costas Algis, Lithuania

“AT THE AGE OF 14, I HAD TO CARRY WET BRICKS 
AT A BRICK FACTORY. MY SKIN WAS DRY AND CRACKED 
TO THE POINT OF BLOOD UP TO THE ELBOWS. WE WORE 
FELT SHOES ALTERNATELY, BECAUSE WE DIDN’T HAVE 
ENOUGH WARM THINGS AND SHOES”

 Anna Khomei, Ukraine

“WE LIVED IN ”TENTS“ WHICH 
WERE BUILT FROM LARCH BARK.

LIFE WAS UNDER THE DAILY 
SUPERVISION OF THE MGB 

COMMANDMENT”
Shcherban Vasyl, Ukraine
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