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The Russian Orthodox Church and Political party platforms


This paper examines some of the ways in which the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) has influenced political outcomes in the Russian Federation in the years 1995-2005.  It is useful to begin by exploring political ideology as a potential point of intersection between the ROC’s preferences and those of the people whom the Church purports to represent. If the ROC speaks for the overwhelming portion of Russian society that identifies itself as Orthodox, as the religious leadership has consistently claimed, then it is logical to expect that the political views of that population will display at least some congruence with the official positions of the Church. Moreover, this should be a conscious phenomenon: In other words, ostensibly Orthodox voters and politicians should demonstrate at least to some degree that they have purposefully referenced the ROC’s official ideology when defining their own political stands.  The influence of the ROC on voter choice has been explored in depth elsewhere, and has been found to be minimal.  Here, I look beyond the voters to determine whether or not the ideology of Russia’s political elite has been affected at all by the Church’s positions. This paper, then, assesses the platforms of twelve political parties that have played a visible role in Russian politics in the period under examination, to determine whether there was a significant increase in their purposeful orientation towards the ROC.  
A careful study of the available evidence reveals a division within the political elites: on the one hand, some of the party platforms looked at reveal that politicians have tended to assign the Church more influence over voter choice than it actually yields. On the other hand, analysis of the programs of the more successful parties, particularly in the Putin era, shows a distinct movement away from spiritual matters. Indeed, the party platforms examined in this chapter are filled with references to spiritual matters; yet a scrupulous reading of the relevant documents over time demonstrates that in fact the parties’ understanding of spirituality generally and Orthodoxy specifically have little in common with the Church’s own worldview.  Moreover, the focus on spirituality/Orthodoxy peaked in the mid 1990s and has been decreasing in the discourse of the more successful political parties, especially since the advent of the Putin regime.  


 Despite the limited nature of the ROC’s actual influence on voter choice, many Russian politicians since the early 1990s have vocally paid homage to the Orthodox Church as a symbol of Russian culture and national unity. The phenomenon of previously atheist political figures standing awkwardly through the long hours of Orthodox liturgy has been well documented. The question here is whether outward reverence for Orthodoxy reflects a real ideological shift among Russia’s ruling post-Soviet elite towards the Patriarchate’s political preferences. Answering this question requires looking at the political programs of Russia’s major political parties since the 1995-96 electoral cycle. Presumably, if the political class has moved in a direction inspired by the Orthodox Church, there will have been a visible effort on the part of political parties to include the positions of the ROC in their own platforms. At a minimum, this should include a concrete proposal to involve the Church in the construction of post-Soviet society through the creation of a partnership between the ROC and the state along the symphonic model favored by the Russian Orthodox Church (specifically, symphonia presumes an equal partnership between church and state, in which the state is supposed to provide the population with a secure environment in which to pursue their daily lives; the church is supposed to have full care of the souls of the population).
The peculiarities of the Russian political party system should be kept in mind throughout the discussion.  In established multi-party democracies, political parties are expected to manage political debate by acting as shorthand for a complex of ideas and policy objectives.  Developed and consistent ideological programs are an important component of this process, as they allow voters to hold politicians accountable based on the congruence between party platform and actual performance.
  In the Russian Federation, however, the political parties do not fit this model.  According to Michael Waller, “competitive … parties … in the post-Soviet vacuum…were in almost all cases the creation of individuals seeking a following rather than the organized expression of a particular group interests.”
 The end result has been that, generally speaking (with the obvious exception of the KPRF/the communists) personal interests have been more important in political competition than ideological considerations, as many, though not all, Russian parties have been formed to promote the fortunes of specific individuals within the political class.
 Therefore the discussion of party platforms in this paper is not meant to be an analysis of cleavages within Russian society on the question of Orthodoxy’s place in the polity, but rather an analysis of the degree to which the Russian political elite references the ROC’s ideological positions. 

Despite existing differences, clear patterns can be discerned in the party platforms examined here.  First, by the 1995-96 electoral cycle most – though not all – of the programs included references to spirituality (dukhovnost’, in Russian) and Orthodoxy. However, in all cases dukhovnost’ is understood in primarily cultural terms; only one of the party platforms specifically references the positions of the ROC in its own ideological formulations. None of the parties favor the establishment of symphonia or propose a structured church-state partnership aimed at the construction of post-Soviet Russian society.  Second, the appearance of this pro-Orthodox/pro-spiritual language in the party platforms by 1995-96 can be explained by the fact that in those particular elections the ROC was mistakenly perceived as having decisive influence over the electorate. In subsequent elections, the more successful parties moved gradually away from a focus on spiritual values to economic considerations in line with the ROC’s actual – negligible – electoral importance.

Spirituality and Orthodoxy: Evolution in the rhetoric of the long-established parties 

The words “Orthodoxy” and “spirituality” appear often in the political programs analyzed here. Of the parties considered only two – Union of Right Forces (SPS) and Women of Russia – have not included references to spirituality or Orthodoxy in their rhetoric. Both began as and remain parties entirely committed to a pluralist, secular society.  SPS expresses   “[equal respect for] all religions … on the territory of our country.”
 Consequently, SPS supports freedom of conscience, abhors religious discrimination, and defends pluralism and tolerance.
  Even though SPS formed as a coherent political organization only in 1999, its positions date back to the early 1990s involvement of its leadership in the liberal Russia’s Democratic Choice, and thus can be said to have a consistent ten-year history.
 Similarly, the political platform of the Women of Russia clearly expressed its secular nature early on. The party’s goals have consistently included “[working] for the rights and interests of Russian citizens without regard for … religious belief,” a formulation from which the party has not moved since its foundation in the early 1990s.
 

In contrast, the other long-established parties – KPRF, the Agrarians, LDPR, and Yabloko – have to some degree incorporated the language of “Orthodoxy” and “spirituality/ dukhovnost” in their rhetoric. This does not, however, mean that these parties are consciously informed by the ideology of the Moscow Patriarchate. All four exhibit an understanding of spirituality that equates dukhovnost’ with culture and not with the Orthodox religion; nor do any of them propose a concrete church-state partnership. Yet, the evolution of the religious/spiritual theme across the programs of the four parties has been asymmetrical in revealing ways.

Of the four, KPRF has been the most consistent in its positions. The 1995 Communist party platform declares that Russia’s cultural and moral tradition is based on the four core values of communalism/collectivism (sobornost’), patriotism, the concept of a strong state (derzhavnost’) and dukhovnost’, which is defined as “the desire to realize the greatest ideals of truth, good and fairness;” this formulation remains unchanged in subsequent revisions of the party program.
 At the same time, the understanding of dukhovnost’/spirituality is clearly secular. While the platform states that, “There can be no renaissance of Russia without support for the spiritual … strength of the people,” religion is not mentioned; spirituality is linked in the text to culture and education. This approach has not changed over time. As of the 2003 elections, the optimal socialist path to development includes a shift “from materialist to spiritual priorities in the realm of consumption,” a concept entirely alien to Orthodox tradition.

In terms specifically of KPRF’s attitude regarding church-state relations, from 1995 onward the party promises “to fight for the respect for Orthodoxy and other traditional religions of Russia.”
  And yet, further analysis of the KPRF platform reveals an entirely utilitarian approach towards religion.  It turns out that, in its fight to gain the reins of power, KPRF has potential allies, among them the “traditional confessions.”
  However, it is abundantly clear from the text that, “while the party respects the views [of these potential allies]” it places the highest priorities on its own determination to build a socialist state. 
  This utilitarian approach can be clearly seen in the contrast of the 1995 KPRF campaign platform with that of 2003. In 1995, the party declared that Russia’s best protection from “a widespread assault on the centuries-old values and ideals of native spirituality and way of life” lay in the protection of the “traditional religious teachings” (along with the protection of Russian culture and language).
 However, the circumstances of the 1995 – 1996 electoral cycle were exceptional. At the time, it appeared necessary to convince leery Orthodox voters (as well as other believers) that a KPRF victory in the parliamentary and/or presidential elections would not spell a return to the persecution of the atheistic Soviet days.
 In later electoral cycles, however, “the Orthodox vote” was no longer viewed as crucial; in 2003, the electoral platform omitted the nod to “traditional religions,” and instead read,  “We will protect the culture, language, [religious] beliefs and customs of all the people of Russia.”
  By 2005, the shift away from a deference to the traditional religions is further evidenced by a significant addition to the party program: While Russia is still  “a country with a cultural and moral tradition, whose basic values include dukhovnost’,” spirituality as a concept now includes “the equal rights and equal value of all citizens without regard for their national, religious and other distinctions.”
 
Despite sharing similar Communist roots with the KPRF, the Agrarian Party (APR) has been less eager to jettison its association with atheism. Since its origins in the early 1990s, the party has consistently maintained that, “the freedom of conscience – including the right to confess an atheistic world view – is a central human right” which it deems to be an indispensable precondition for the “moral recuperation” of society.
 Yet the party platform has evolved from ignoring religious organizations altogether to – by 1998 – professing “respect for the religious systems on the territory of Russia” to being open to “cooperation with all traditional religious confessions on the territory of Russia” by 2004.
 As with the KPRF, the approach is utilitarian: APR sees Orthodoxy and the other “traditional religions” as useful to the creation of a strong Russian state because they help create patriotic citizens.
 Likewise, APR’s understanding of spirituality is confused.  The APR position on “The Spiritual Sphere” (so labeled in the 2002 version of the party program) “feels religion to be one of the greatest foundations of the people’s spiritual-moral health;” however, ultimately spirituality seems rooted in “the values of patriotism, pride in [the] Fatherland and in [the people].”
  APR, then, has not been directly influenced by the Church’s positions; despite welcoming the “renaissance of churches in the villages,” the party does not translate this warm sentiment into proposing an active partnership with the ROC. Instead, APR champions unspecified “cultural actors truthfully reflecting peasant life” who appear to have more to do with the creative and artistic intelligentsia and the media than anything else. Finally, even though the party evinces a negative attitude towards a mass culture seen as imbued with “cruelty, violence and all-permissiveness,” this position is not linked to the Orthodox Church’s opinion on the matter but rather to commercialized culture’s “foreign” (read, Western) nature. 

There is one obvious objection to the proposition that the ROC has not influenced the platforms of either the KPRF or APR. Namely, that the very shift from atheism to acceptance of religious freedom and support for the Orthodoxy and the “traditional faiths” is in itself monumental and suggests a strong religious influence. After all, the restructuring of Russian life in the late 1980s/early 1990s was characterized by a fundamental cultural change in which religion – especially Orthodoxy – came into vogue as the antithesis of the atheistic and objectionable Soviet past.  Religion (specifically objections to repression) had occupied a significant place in the discourse of dissidents as early as the 1960s and surfaced as a major factor in the informational storm unleashed by glastnost’; as the Soviet Union collapse many expected the Church to play an important and positive role in the construction of the post-Soviet society.    The adoption of language on spirituality and Orthodoxy in the party platforms of KPRF and APR could be therefore interpreted as a significant indication of the Church’s influence on these parties.  

The response to this argument has to be that the focus of the paper is on the institutional political influence of the ROC, not on the cultural importance of “Orthodoxy” for Russian politics. It is entirely possible (and in Zyuganov’s case, at least, probable) that individual members of the previously atheistic KPRF and APR have genuinely embraced the Orthodox religion.  It is also conceivable – and in fact, as the discussion below will elaborate, probable – that the parties have come to view Orthodoxy as an indispensable part of their own patriotic image. This does not, however, mean that the party ideologies from 1995 to 2005 have been purposefully informed by the institutional ideological positions of the Russian Orthodox Church. 


In contrast the KPRF and APR, the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia appears, on the surface, to be consciously oriented towards Orthodoxy. The language of the LDPR platform has, over the years, been peppered with expressions such as “Orthodox country,” “Orthodox civilization” in reference to Russia, and the party was instrumental in the passage of the 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience. And yet, from the earliest iterations of the party program it is clear that LDPR, at its core, follows approximately the same patterns as KPRF and APR. In 1992, LDPR listed the “renaissance of … such centuries-old spiritual values as patriotism, the search for social justice, and national toleration” as its priorities. The church is not mentioned, while the state is held responsible for the spiritual renaissance. In 1993, the ROC appears in the rhetoric: “The Church should play an important role in the spiritual renewal of the nation;” however, “the Church should actively work for the unity of peoples professing different religions.”

In general, the relationship to Orthodoxy in the LDPR’s platform has evolved in contradictory directions. In 1996, the party noted the “millennium long fight of the West against Orthodox Russia” and pledged to fight against the “subversion of the right of Russian and other peoples to follow the traditions of the Orthodox religion.”
 Yet in the same breath, the LDPR declared itself “against the division of Russian citizens by … the confessional principle” and “for a secular, not a clerical form of state.”  Despite advocating “the equality of religious convictions for all peoples living in Russia,” the party “supports the termination of the spread of untraditional sects.”
 A decade later, the preference for a secular state with deferential nods to the “traditional religions” and anti-sectarianism had not changed; the 2005 platform declares that “[the party] has always stood up for… the Orthodox faith.”
  However, the understanding of Orthodoxy is as confused here as the KPRF and APR conceptions of dukhovnost’: “As the core of the Eastern Christian civilization, Russia possesses unique cultural assets in architecture and painting, music and literature, ballet and theater.”
 
The key to understanding the various nuances of the LDPR’s relationship to Orthodoxy lies in two factors. First, according to all available evidence the party is a Kremlin creation meant to draw the nationalist segment of the population; therefore, it is not a stretch to assume that its political platform is the product of the imagination of actors acting on behalf of the regime, whose secular nature is discussed at length below.
 The second factor is the role played by LDPR party leader Vladimir Zhirinovskii in expressing the party’s positions.  Since he is so closely associated with the party as to be considered its embodiment, his statements on Orthodoxy are of particular interest. Considering how much rhetoric Zhirinovskii has produced, it is remarkable how little attention Orthodoxy receives in his expressed worldview. 
 Even in a text with as portentous a title as “Secret death verdict for the Orthodox state,” the ROC isn’t mentioned, while pravoslavie appears once in the first paragraph and disappears from the rest of the six- page essay.
 A photo-album titled Zhirinovskii and the Church juxtaposes images of Zhirinovskii in the company of a bishop (mistakenly labeled as a priest), with images of the party leader kneeling prayerfully in a mosque in Baghdad.
 When Orthodoxy does get mentioned in passing in his copious literary output and public rhetoric, Zhirinovskii’s attitude towards the Church has been all over the map, from dismissing Orthodoxy as a weak religion to which the state should pay no attention to asking the Duma to reestablish the ROC as a state Church (the draft law did not make it past the Duma council to the floor of the parliament).

Thus it would appear that the Church functions in LDPR rhetoric as nothing more than a rhetorical device meant to bolster the party’s supposed nationalist credentials. Even when the LDPR’s positions correspond to those of the Church – and on the matter of media censorship they seem to – this should not be taken as a sign of the ROC’s influence on the party. The 1996 party platform gives this away: In its discussion of the “Americanized and corrupt” media, LDPR declares its support for the propaganda of cultural values and high morals; this is prefaced, however, with the assurance that LDPR “respects the variety and tastes of our citizens” in terms of media consumption – in other words, assuaging the fears of those who would prefer the media remain inundated with pornography and violence and nullifying any serious interpretation of a spiritual, let alone Orthodox inspiration in LDPR’s program.


The evolution of Yabloko’s position on religious issues has been fraught with tension between the party’s liberal philosophical underpinnings and perceived political realities.  In 1995, the program section devoted to “Culture and morality” includes no references to Orthodoxy, any other religion, or spirituality.
 The section on “Social peace” is clearly aimed against impending restrictive legislation; among measures to ensure social peace, the party includes “reliable protection of national and religious minorities.”
 This sentiment is repeated in the electoral platform of Yabloko’s 1996 presidential candidate, Grigorii Yavlinskii.
 In 1999, however, Yabloko shifted away from opposing limitations on religious minorities to differentiating between supporting “traditional religions” and opposing “sects,” an element that would remain constant in the party platform’s future iterations.
 By 2001, the party’s vision of church-state relations evolved to include “the real participation of [traditional] religious organizations in social life” on the condition that the Church remains separate from the state.” 

Two things stand out here. First, stated support for the “traditional religions” remains in tension with Yabloko’s role as Russia’s party of liberal opposition, which mandates that the party remain in principle committed to a secular society: Hence all references to religion are framed in the language of church-state separation. In the absence of evidence to the contrary, it is likely that it is this liberal-secular orientation that accounts for language – present in the party platform since 2001 – castigating certain state actors for attempting to use the Church for political purposes.
 Second, the evolution of Yabloko’s positions away from a stand on religion centered on the protection of religious minorities toward encouragement of the active involvement of the “traditional religions” in civil society coincides with the party’s declining electoral fortunes. The definitive shift occurs clearly between the 1999 and 2003 elections: If in 1999 the party declared its “respect” for the “traditional religions” by 2001 Yabloko declares its active support for their involvement in social life and indeed proclaims that this involvement is necessary for a healthy civil society. What is striking is that if the party calculated that including this language in its campaign promises would generate a decisive Orthodox vote (and the vote of the other “traditional faiths”) it does not appear to have worked. By 2003 Yabloko was unable even to muster the necessary 5% to make it into the Duma; appealing to the ROC’s perceived influence on the electorate here did not apparently have any effect.  I am not, of course, claiming that appealing to the religious constituency caused Yabloko’s electoral failure: Clearly, this was the result of numerous factors, including probable vote rigging and limited access to state-controlled television.  It does, however, appear that Yabloko included pro-religious language in its platform as one of many strategies to fend of the disaster; my claim here is that if this is the case it did not work because the Russian public does not generally vote based on religious convictions, a fact missed by Yabloko as well as LDPR, the Agrarians and KPRF.  

Indeed, all four of the long-established parties have followed the pattern of overestimating the influence of the ROC on the electorate.  Russian sociologists (E.g. Varzanova, Mchedlov, Kotoshykhin and Tul’skii) have consistently documented the lack of an “Orthodox” constituency; they have also consistently noted continued efforts by candidates to appeal to this non-existing electoral base.
 Why this paradox? I have already mentioned, above, the widespread expectation that the ROC would emerge as a significant political and social actor in the wake of the collapse of communism. The rapid expansion of parishes and mass baptisms that characterized this period pointed certainly to the Church’s growing strength.   The fact that the 1995-96 electoral cycle occurred in this context of the ROC’s structural expansion had important consequences for the subsequent inclusion of pro-Orthodox rhetoric in political party platforms.

 Specifically, the election was widely understood as a referendum on Russia’s political and economic path, with the choices starkly presented as communism or democracy. In their search for allies at this historic juncture, both the communists (KPRF/APR) and the presidential party (Nash Dom Rossiia, to be discussed below) misinterpreted the outward boom in parish reconstruction and mass conversions as signaling a real influence of the ROC leadership on the electorate. Two indicators bear this out. First, according to all available statistical research, voters in the 1995 parliamentary and 1996 presidential elections were not influenced by the confessional factor.
 Second, the inclusion of a focus on Orthodoxy appears to have actually hurt the image of politicians in the wake of this election. According to FOM surveys, in the mid 1990s, 30% of Russians disapproved of the participation of politicians in religious ceremonies; 56% disapproved of clerics campaigning in favor of political candidates. Moreover this trend increased over time: By 2004, 74% of those polled felt that the involvement of political figures in religious ceremonies was entirely pragmatic (only 14% credited them with genuine religious feeling).  And yet, in 1996 the fact that Patriarch Alexii II personally supported Yeltsin was felt to have contributed to the latter’s victory; the misinterpretation of the Church’s true influence on voters at this stage translated into the inclusion and persistence of language supporting Orthodoxy and the “traditional religions” into party rhetoric. The extent to which the political class came to understand this mistake will become clear through the subsequent discussion of parties that emerged after 1995-96.

Challengers: Familiar patterns

Each of the three electoral cycles since 1995 has seen the rise of a political movement that seemed poised to become a long-term significant actor: In 1995, the Congress of Russian Communities (KRO) under the leadership of the popular general Alexander Lebed’; in 1999, Fatherland-All Russia (OVR) under the leadership of Iurii Luzhkov and Evgenii Primakov; in 2003, the Rodina bloc under the leadership of Dmitrii Rogozin and Sergei Glaziev.  The first two faded quickly after making it into the Duma; Rodina will be discussed at the end of this section. What is of interest here is the extent to which the trends revealed in the above discussion can be seen in the political programs of both the KRO and OVR.  

Following the general pattern revealed above, the platform of the KRO interprets dukhovnost’ in a secular sense to include “the spirit of collectivism, mutual help, of serving society and the Fatherland.”
 While interested in the spiritual renaissance of Russia, the KRO understands this to mean the “the priority of moral-ethical principles, the national pride of the Russian people, traditional Russian values: Kindness, fairness, honesty, responsibility, tolerance, patriotism, industriousness.”
 There is, in the platform, “support for … cooperation between state and [the traditional religions] in the social, charity and spiritual sphere.”
 However, this should not be interpreted as a desire to formally institute symphonia by offering the ROC a partnership in the construction of Russian society; in the end, any temptation to conclude that the ideology of the KRO was driven by any considerations of Orthodoxy disappears in the face of Lebed’’s acknowledgment that he didn’t really think of himself as a believer.
  More likely, just as in the case of the KPRF, the references to Orthodoxy and the other religions should be understood as part of a widespread belief among the parties competing in the elections of 1995-1996 that the ROC’s voice on matters political meant something to the electorate. By 1999, a segment of the political elite had begun to understand that this was not the case.  This will become particularly clear in the discussion below on Unity/United Russia; for now, it is necessary to point to the limited interest in spirituality displayed by Fatherland-All Russia:  For the most part, the bloc’s platform ignores this topic, and when it surfaces it does so in the familiar, secular fashion, equating dukhovnost’ with education and culture.

Parties of Power and the ROC: From acknowledgment to silence


Neither Yeltsin nor Putin has officially belonged to any particular political party. However, both regimes created parties that may be called “presidential.” In the mid 1990s, this role was played with limited success by Our Home is Russia (NDR); under the Putin presidency it has been filled by United Russia (known at first as Unity). Keeping in mind the Kremlin origins of these two parties it is particularly instructive to examine their political platforms for any association with the Orthodox Church/religion/spirituality.  


In the case of NDR, the pattern is entirely familiar.  The 1995 electoral platform supports the spiritual renaissance of Russia. This does not translate into an active partnership with the Church, however: Even though NDR expresses support for the “Orthodox Church and other traditional confessions” and opposes “totalitarian sects and foreign missionaries,” spirituality/dukhovnost’ is equated with education, culture and science.
 As with the Agrarians, the usefulness of spirituality lies in the formation of patriots.
 The nod to the Orthodox Church and the traditional religions should, just as in the case of the 1995-96 platform of the KPRF, the Agrarians and KRO be understood as reflecting an inflated understanding of the ROC’s influence over the electorate that characterized that particular electoral cycle. In any case, at least NDR – and by implication the Yeltsin regime – felt the Church to be potentially powerful enough to merit acknowledgment; by the time Unity/United Russia arrived on the scene the “party of power’s” understanding of the situation had undergone a profound change.


Here, Orthodoxy disappears entirely from the discourse.  Spirituality and religion remain, but only as details in the larger program of achieving the party’s (read the Kremlin’s) newly articulated goal: “Russia must become a country in which the majority of citizens live a comfortable life.” 

 A strong economy, a law and order society, and renewed international prestige are at the center of the Putin ideology; spiritual renaissance, along with democracy, fades into the background, as citizens are told that what they need now are not “[ideological] ‘battles’ but an interesting job and a high salary.”

Even though Russia is understood to be a country where “many peoples with their individual cultural and religiosity have lived together for a long time,” the deferential acknowledgment of the “traditional religions” is missing.
 The clear shift towards material interests is evident throughout the party program, in which one finds a focus on “human values,” which include support for families; universal secondary education; support for youth; affordable, accessible healthcare; and a healthy way of life. The party is concerned with “great national projects,” which are based on the understanding of Russia as a “multinational civilization” (in contrast to the “Orthodox civilization” familiar from the rhetoric of the LDPR). Dukhovnost’ is mentioned, but as a tool for ensuring the “unity of the country;” no interest in a spiritual renaissance for its own sake here.  Finally, even this mention of spirituality has nothing to do with religion: The text unambiguously equates “spiritual values” with “culture.”
 

The Outlier: Motherland, or the Rise of the Orthodox Nationalists? 


The appearance of Rodina on the political scene in 2003 appeared to demonstrate the rising influence of Orthodoxy on Russian politics. Indeed, some observers at the time interpreted Rodina as an Orthodox project cooked up by the head of Sretenskii monastery, Tikhon Shevkunov; the monastery has emerged as a center for Orthodox intellectuals and politicians in Moscow.
  At first glance, the apparent association of Rodina with the ROC would seem to contradict the conclusion, drawn from the discussion above, about the minimal and declining attention paid to Orthodoxy in the ideology of the major political parties. It is therefore worth looking closer at the three significant political parties that won seats in the Duma under the Rodina banner:  Russia’s Regions, the Socialist United Party of Russia (Spiritual Heritage) and Natsional’noe Vozrozhdenie (Narodnaiia Volia). 

It turns out that the attitudes of the three parties towards religion/spirituality are by no means identical.  The priorities of Russia’s Regions (renamed Rodina after 2003) follow almost to the letter those of Unity/Edinstvo: A strong state, a worthy life, and above all a good economy. The party briefly pays attention to the spiritual aspects of youth education, equating dukhovnost’ with culture; Orthodoxy and religion are not mentioned.
  


The Socialist United Party of Russia originated as Dukhovnoe Nasledie (Spiritual Heritage) in 1996, and has, over time, increasingly tied spirituality to the very foundations of its ideology. Early on, the party linked Russia’s exit from political and economic crisis to tapping the nation’s spiritual potential. Initially, though, spirituality appears in a recognizable way: It is useful in that it forms patriots.
 Also following a familiar pattern that can be traced to the 1995 - 1996 electoral cycle, the Socialists support “the creation of the necessary conditions and opportunities for the peaceful enlightenment mission of the ROC and of other traditional Russian religions;” this remains in principle unchanged throughout subsequent years.
 The party ideology has not been static, however; the Socialists’ understanding of spirituality underwent significant clarification by 2003. Specifically, the Socialists “[F]eel that intellectual, cultural and spiritual priorities should stand as the nation’s primary concern, since this is the necessary condition for the resolution of all political and economic problems.”
  In addition, the party anticipates that “traditional Russian values” – including religion – will allow Russia to become/remain “a world cultural and spiritual leader.”
 

However, when it comes to defining the Church’s role in this endeavor, the Socialists demonstrate a particularly idiosyncratic understanding of the function of religion. On the one hand, Orthodoxy is seen as one of the “fundamental elements of the emerging state-patriotic ideology.” But the focus is not on the spiritual role of the Church in sanctifying Russian society, but rather on its economic and scientific potential: “There are, in Russia, many holy places, churches…which carry out not only an extremely moral, but also, we are convinced, economic function….This century is a century of a great synthesis between science and faith, whose development will be in part determined by Russia.”
  Even though the Socialist program references spirituality and the Orthodox religion specifically in a distinctive fashion, it is no closer to the Church’s own understanding of the function of faith in society than any of the previous discussions in this chapter; nor does it call for a true partnership between church and state. This point is made particularly well in the 2005 iteration of the Socialist program: Whereas the party remains committed to prioritizing “the spiritual-moral” interests of man, the main actors in renewing Russia along both spiritual and economic lines should be … “highly-intellectual people.”
   


Of the three significant parties that entered the 2003 Duma under the wing of Rodina, the Partiia Natsional’nogo Vozrozhdeniia (Narodnaia Volia) is the one that caused observers to identify an apparently resurgent “Orthodox nationalist” factor in Russian politics of Putin’s second term. Indeed, the profoundly nationalist, xenophobic Narodnaia Volia claims that Orthodoxy is the basis for its ideology.  Most specifically, the party explicitly references the ROC’s views on the necessity to clamp down on immorality in the mass media.
 In fact, the party platform calls for a law controlling the moral content, making Narodnaia Volia a likely ally for the Church as it seeks to somehow translate this particular point of its political platform into reality.
  The party’s anti-Western positions also appeal to Orthodoxy: “Bringing Russia into the common European home spells the destruction of our “[in the context of the text, Orthodox] spirituality.”
  However, the official position of the ROC on the matter is quite mild. This disjuncture is not the only one: Generally speaking, Narodnaia Volia’s understanding of religion’s role in the world remains alien in many ways to the ROC’s own views on the matter. First, once again the purpose of spirituality is to create patriots.
 Second, while the Church sees its role as sanctifying every aspect of human life and saving souls, Narodnaia Volia’s vision is strikingly similar to that of the Socialists. According to the party, Russian conservatism assumes “the harmonic unity of Orthodoxy-based moral principles and socially conditioned technological-scientific progress” and the “joining of modern economic technologies with traditions of Russian spirituality.”
  


The question is, of course, what to make of all of this. Given the relatively recent appearance of the Rodina bloc parties on the Russian political scene, any conclusions reached here must be by nature quite tentative.  Several things must, however, be mentioned before the conclusion of the discussion. First, for all of its initial oppositional bravura, the Rodina bloc followed the fate of the KRO and OVR: After making it into the Duma, the bloc disintegrated.  Taken individually, the influence of the parties remains limited: More often than not they are quite happy to vote along with the pro-Putin, secular United Russia. Second, the leadership of the bloc (in particular Dmitrii Rogozin and Sergei Glaziev) began their political rise through the KRO, whose problematic understanding of religion and spirituality was discussed above. Third, it is worth recalling that while the bloc was cast originally as a movement oppositional to the Putin regime there is every reason to believe that Rodina was nothing more than another Kremlin creation, albeit a particularly interesting one. Among other things, the very reason that analysts understood it initially as an “Orthodox bloc” contains a central clue to its real source: Rodina was believed to be a creation of the Church (or at least of a faction within it) because of the association of the party leadership with the head of Sretenskii Monastery, Tikhon Shevkunov.  Once it is remembered that the same Father Shevkunov has been consistently and reliably reported to be the “spiritual advisor” to one Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, both the “Orthodox” and “oppositional” natures of the Rodina enterprise become less credible. Among other things, Shevkunov was reportedly the mastermind behind the video montages portraying Putin as an Orthodox believer in the 2000 elections.  

It is true that the overall message of the Rodina bloc prior to the elections of 2003 found significant resonance with the Russian public, to such an extent that the Kremlin began to view its own creation as a potential oppositional threat and withdrew support for the bloc shortly before the election. Does this mean that the strong rhetorical resort to Orthodoxy worked in Rodina’s favor, tapping into a constituency that the other parties discussed in this chapter have found elusive?  The answer is surprising: 2004 FOM survey data on adherence to religion shows that “the largest number of non-believers is found … among people who voted for LDPR (37%) and Rodina (36%).” Thus the Rodina bloc electorate turns out to have been more than one-third atheist, suggesting that the appeal to the Orthodox vote in the party platform was misdirected. 
In the end, none of the parties examined in this paper, with the possible exceptions of the Socialists and Narodnaia Volia (Rodina), have turned to Orthodoxy as the basis for their ideologies.  Both the Socialists and Narodnaia Volia are minor parties, and in any event their relationship to Orthodoxy is idiosyncratic, with both understanding religion as the basis of patriotism and (somehow) technological progress without offering the Church any real constructive partnership.  As far as the major parties are concerned, they share similar patterns of confounding spirituality with culture, and of treating religion and/or spirituality as useful primarily in the creation of patriotic (and by implication, obedient) citizens.  If in the 1995/1996 electoral cycle the widespread belief that the ROC held sway over a significant constituency led to the inclusion of pro-religious language into political platforms, by the 1999 elections important segments of the political elite had begun to move away from this pattern.  Subsequent references to the “traditional religions” and “totalitarian sects” seem to be residuals from that time period. In the case of Yabloko, it is true, the language on Orthodoxy/religion/spirituality increased in importance as time went on; however, one may conclude, based on the evidence presented here, that this has meant a delayed repetition of the miscalculation previously made by other parties: In an attempt to stop the hemorrhaging of their electoral base, Yabloko turned for support to an actor that the victorious party (Edinstvo) had, by 2003, discounted.
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