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Ukraine now enjoys an atmosphere of religious freedom and tolerance. 
Religious movements, large and small, old and relatively new, are free to 
carry out their activity, organise meetings and perform their religious rites 
without fear of state intervention or persecution. The Ukrainian state ensures 
the right of citizens to profess any religion (or not to profess any religion) and 
promotes the peaceful coexistence of believers of different faiths. 

Yet, this has not always been the case. The history of religious belief 
and religious movements in Ukraine has many dramatic episodes. Over 
the centuries both large and small religious communities in our country 
have suffered religious persecution, systemic discrimination and pogroms. 
Seven decades of Soviet state atheism repressed all religions to an extent 
unprecedented in Ukraine.

Operation North in April 1951 is one such shameful episode in Soviet 
history. Thousands of Jehovah’s Witnesses were expelled from Ukraine 
and other western regions of the USSR for their faith, without a court 
order or the opportunity to appeal their expulsion, simply on the basis of 
lists compiled by the Ministry of State Security. This crime, like all crimes 
against humanity, requires a comprehensive investigation and a clear moral 
and legal assessment. An important step in this endeavour is the conference 
“Operation North. 70 years after: important lessons of repression for faith”.

The conference materials presented in this publication summarise years 
of thorough research by scholars from six countries. Detailed statistics, 
eyewitness accounts, documentary evidence of the eviction process and 
the conditions of detention of the displaced and the death convoys create a 
clear picture of Operation North. Unfortunately, this picture is still incomplete, 
due to a lack of access to the archives of the Soviet Secret Services at the 
locations of the special settlements of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Irkutsk 
and Tomsk Regions of the Russian Federation.

The deportation of 1951 is an event that is vivid and large-scale, but far 
from unique, 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 experienced constant arrests, long prison terms, 
searches, fines, restrictions on movement and on participation in public life. 
Their children were harassed in school. Thousands of believers were subjected 
to physical, financial and emotional harm. But these acts of terror or coercion 
on the part of the state did not stop the activity of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

FOREWORD

____________

these acts of terror or coercion on the part  
of the state did not stop the activity  

of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
____________
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An analysis of the repression of Witnesses is important not only from the 
standpoint of academic science and of clearly establishing reliable historical 
facts. It is becoming increasingly relevant in view of current attempts to attack 
freedom of conscience that have been mentioned in almost every speech 
at the conference. There are clear parallels between the repressive acts of 
70 years ago in the Soviet Union and the systematic persecution of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the territory of Ukraine’s neighbour, Russia, right now.

Another challenge to freedom of conscience and to an atmosphere 
of tolerance is the distortion of facts in the media in the pursuit of 
sensationalism or as part of the ideological struggle against “wrong”, “false” 
and “destructive” religious movements. Unfortunately, examples of this on 
the part of some local authorities can also be seen in our country. Therefore, 
an objective, unbiased and academically sound coverage of the history and 
current activities of various religions, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, takes 
on even greater importance. We see an example of such in this publication.

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

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

____________

An analysis of repression against Witnesses  
is becoming increasingly relevant  

in view of current attempts to attack  
freedom of conscience 

____________

____________

Because of distortion of the facts  
in the media an objective, unbiased and 

academically sound coverage of the history  
and current activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

takes on even greater importance 
____________
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Without exaggeration, I consider this scientific-practical conference 
“Operation North. 70 years after: important lessons of repression for faith” to 
be extremely important, as is the entire information and education campaign 
covering the history of the criminal deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses to 
Siberia. I say this for several reasons.

First, when such events are understood and their memory is preserved 
in society it engenders hope they will not be repeated. It is in a sense a 
guarantee that criminal regimes will never again take power.

The second reason is that when religious communities share their 
experience of surviving persecution, they become more open to each other 
and are better understood by the non-religious part of society.

The third reason is that the experience of defending religious freedom 
enriches not only the tradition of one particular religion. When it becomes 
known to the general public it generates, upholds and augments the 
tradition of defending dignity in society, both one’s own dignity and that of 
others. 

Another reason relates to a manner of perceiving history, inherent to 
religious communities, that is unfamiliar to non-religious people. For a secular 
person, history is generally just a series of events presented in chronological 
order. A religious person, however, sees in the same events acts of God, thus 
ordinary history becomes sacred history. Why is this prophetic perception of 
history so important? The fact is that sacred history, unlike ordinary history, 
is stripped of its traumatic effect. Even the saddest of historical events, such 
as those we commemorate today, are devoid of excessive tragedy in sacred 
history and therefore do not generate pessimism. In my opinion it is up to 
the religious communities to help society as a whole, the entire nation, to 
perceive its history in such a way so that it becomes a source of inspiration 
and encourages the most honourable 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 State Service of Ukraine for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of 
Conscience has existed a little over a year and has been in full operation 
since last September. The basic values and principles guiding our service 
are openness, responsibility, goodwill and the advocacy of unity in diversity. 
To build tripartite relations between religious communities, society and the 
state, from the start we created the New Sophia-Wisdom Library (www.
newlib.org.ua). It is modelled after the lost library of Yaroslav the Wise, 
which existed in Kyiv and was a treasure trove not only of Christian wisdom 
but of other religious traditions as well. The New Sophia-Wisdom Library 
is designed as a space for religious communities to present treasures of 
wisdom, not only of Christian, but of other religious traditions as well, as 
an inclusive dialogue platform, so to speak, which aims to promote mutual 
recognition of the dignity of all. Therefore, I take this opportunity to warmly 
invite 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 of what contributes to peace, wisdom and love, and 
not of what brings discord, misunderstanding and other problems. 

This event, this conference, is also important because this year we 
will celebrate 30  years of Ukraine’s independence and 25  years of the 
Constitution of Ukraine. It is my hope that in this new Ukrainian state the 
traditions of acceptance, the traditions of freedom, freedom of religion, 
and respect for human dignity will continue, so that Ukraine will serve as a 
model for the world of harmonious relations between peoples and between 
different religious groups.

____________

it is up to the religious communities  
to help society as a whole, the entire nation, 

to perceive its history in such a way  
so that it becomes a source of inspiration  
and encourages the most honourable virtues  
in society, such as faith, hope and love 

____________
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This conference aims to contribute to our intellectual space, to Ukrainian 
and world consciousness, the knowledge of these tragic, yet heroic, events. 
On the one hand these events expose the true face of totalitarianism, and 
on the other hand they testify to the power of faith and the conviction 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 prohibits it. I think this is a 
very important lesson both for society and for the religious organisation.  
It is, so to speak, a synergy. To understand this is important not only for 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. The unique features of the totalitarian mechanism 
and the fight for rights are important not only from a scientific standpoint.  
It is important also for society, because it is a way to remember how to 
resist state tyranny, if the state suddenly forgets the reason for its creation.  
After all, the mechanisms that are enshrined in our constitution, such as the 
mechanism of neutrality, must work in the interests of all communities. They 
must not interfere with or hinder communities even if the views of the state 
and the religious community do not coincide on certain matters, as was the 
case with Operation North. 

The Soviet leadership was deeply angered that religious beliefs of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses did not allow them to perform military duty as required 
by the state. Instead of acting as did the Soviet Union – using force, and 
similar measures – it would have been possible to work on the laws. For 
example, Article  35 of the Ukrainian Constitution, created specifically for 

ANTON DROBOVYCH  —  
Head of the Ukrainian Institute of National 
Remembrance

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH
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such instances, states that “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 it also states that “if performance of military duty is contrary 
to the religious beliefs of a citizen, this duty may be replaced by alternative 
(non-military) service”. This is very important history. Perhaps it is due to 
the very courage and perseverance of religious organisations that sincerely 
hold these beliefs that laws addressing the interests of such communities 
have been made. Therefore, this is a very good example of civil liberty and 
the struggle for rights. 

It is important for the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance 
to support these events. We plan to issue an informative message about 
Operation North. In a similar manner we recently supported an event of the 
Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church commemorating the Lviv Pseudo-Council 
of 1946, yet another operation by the totalitarian regime’s secret service, 
intended to supress the rights of religious communities. It is also important 
history for us. Therefore, we urge not only that conferences be held, but 
that educational materials be published, and that exhibitions, brochures 
and videos be made. For our part, we will be happy to support religious 
organisations in this, to show that this is a path of courage and progress 
in the struggle for human dignity. The Institute of National Remembrance 
is interested in restoring the historical memory, historical truth, including of 
the events of Operation North, because these events teach us about civic 
courage and humanity. Thousands of people who were taken from their 
homes and deported to Siberia and only decades later permitted to return 
from those settlements are an example of courage and civic responsibility, 
as well as of religious loyalty and triumph. Both these examples are relevant 
to 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 did not waive their rights or renounce 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 is a guarantee that 
something similar will never occur again, and I am not certain the world is 
immune to a repetition of these events. But it will definitely help us clearly 
understand what to do when signs of totalitarianism manifest themselves. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are one example of what to do, namely, do not betray 
your beliefs, your firm convictions, do not abandon your rights. 

____________

This is an example of courage  
and civic responsibility, as well  
as of religious loyalty and triumph 

____________

____________

Jehovah’s Witnesses are  
one example of what to do 

____________
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Religious scholars should not favour one religious denomination over 
another. We seek to maintain an equal distance from all denominations 
existing in Ukraine, of which there are upwards of a hundred. 

This is not an easy task. When it comes to Jehovah’s Witnesses,  
I am above all indebted to Roman Kyrylovych Yurchyshyn. He, as they say, 
entered into our circle of religious scholars, and we have a closer relationship 
with Jehovah’s Witnesses than even with other Protestant denominations, 
such as the Baptists, Adventists or Pentecostals. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
frequently reach out to us, and we advise them on what to do. We printed 
the ten-volume publication “History of Religion in Ukraine”. A large section in 
Volume Six 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 finalised for publication.  
It also has several articles about Jehovah’s Witnesses. As for the status of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine, we do not criticize them. We do not criticize 
anyone in our publications. We present an objective picture of the doctrinal, 
ceremonial and organisational aspects of the different denominations.

I would like to point out that it is sometimes said of Jehovah’s Witnesses: 
“They are not Christians. They are some kind of Protestant denomination”. 
When it is asserted that Jehovah’s Witnesses are Christians, some 
may object: “They do not believe in the Holy Trinity”. But there are other 
denominations that do not believe in the Holy Trinity. This 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, President of the Ukrainian 
Association of Religious Scholars

INTRODUCTORY SPEECH

____________

Jehovah’s Witnesses are Christians 
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together in Skhidnytsia, which is the hometown of Roman Kyrylovych 
Yurchyshyn. We have attended their services and received a warm welcome 
there. I would also like to mention that Jehovah’s Witnesses often turn to 
us for advice and we help them. When there is a question of an expert 
study because they cannot get approval and so forth, we write expert 
assessments of their publications. This is commendable. They started to 
conduct Ukrainian services at their conventions. That was our advice. Now 
there are not only Russian, but Ukrainian as well. This confirms that they 
exist and are active in Ukraine.

I would like to say that in this situation you should not maintain neutrality 
as you do in political matters. You should not be neutral when it comes to 
society. You exist in society among people, and therefore should be involved 
in charity. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that there is the All-Ukrainian 
Council of Religious Associations. You should have gone there to have your 
voice heard. Because the rights of your religious organisation should be 
protected not by others, but by you as well. That is why we invite you to 
participate in the All-Ukrainian Council. It is to your advantage, you will give 
back to the world, people will know you better and respect you more. And 
that is good all round. 
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Today Jehovah’s Witnesses are well known for their preaching work. 
However, it should be noted that there are unknown pages to their history in 
Ukraine, which extends over 120 years. This event is dedicated to one such 
page, specifically the confiscation of property, the deportation to Siberia 
and the inhumane living and working conditions.

It is best to learn about it from the deportees themselves. To convey their 
resilience, love of life and the lessons they learned as well as the impact on 
their lives I present to you the video “70 Years After Operation North”.

This video is just a part of our unique project. We have gathered the 
testimonies of eyewitnesses, their photographs and gigabytes of archival 
documents from seven countries. We conducted a large-scale survey and 
discovered that 130 deportees are still alive and live in various regions of 
Ukraine. To preserve this unique testimony, we created a special platform, 
namely, the website 1951deport.org and we are proud to present it at today’s 
event. In addition, we created a 3D tour that includes events, documents 
and testimonies from Ukraine, as well as from 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  
at the Kuras Institute of Political and Ethnic 
Research of the National Academy  
of Sciences of Ukraine (Ukraine)

“SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY:  
HOW TOTALITARIANISM TRIED  
TO BECOME ‘THE CHURCH’,  
BUT FAILED”

At the very height of the Perestroika I was able to conduct many 
interviews with representatives of various protestant movements and with 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. I remember one of these conversations very well. 
It was in Vuhlehirsk in Donetsk Region, where there was a large group of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, most of whom were originally from Western Ukraine. 
They had been in special settlements in the Irkutsk Region and their children 
were born in the settlement station Zima or in Bratsk. They were not allowed 
to return to Western Ukraine and had settled in Donbass, where coal miners 
were exempted from military service. One of the Witnesses I spoke with was 
particularly memorable. This man did not insist the government should ease 
up on Jehovah’s Witnesses. Unlike many others, he stressed that Siberia 
strengthens faith. He frequently repeated that nothing fortifies your faith like 
the cold. I especially recall his statement that “we can never get along with 
this government. There can be no peaceful coexistence because they claim 
for themselves something we cannot give.”

Earlier, Orthodox Father Sergei Bulgakov had said much the same thing. 
He stated that socialism (meaning the socialism that was the forerunner of 
Bolshevism) could not be reconciled either with Christianity or with religion 
as such, if only because it claimed for itself the position of an all-embracing, 
global religion. Soviet theorists often said the religious policy of the Soviet 
Union was founded on Marxism. I think if Karl Marx himself had been 
acquainted with some Soviet leaders’ views on religion and their religious 

____________

One of the Witnesses stated that  
“we can never get along with this government. 

There can be no peaceful coexistence  
because they claim for themselves something  

we cannot give”  
____________
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policies it is unlikely he would have viewed their policies as being Marxist 
or viewed them as being his followers. Marx, as we remember, wrote that 
religion would gradually disappear as socialism progressed. In the Soviet 
Union this quotation, or rather this passage from Marx’s writings, only began 
to be quoted during the Perestroika. In the past, this it was preferred not to 
mention that religion would gradually disappear as socialism progressed. 
More was said of how socialism was uprooting or had already uprooted 
religion, so that what remained was only cultural or epistemological roots 
that would quickly disappear as socialism progressed and entered the phase 
of communism. Even earlier it was said that as socialism progressed class 
struggle would intensify, and the intensification of class struggle would lead 
to heightened resistance by the remnants of the exploiting classes which 
the clergy belonged. Therefore, special measures had to be taken against 
these people. All this, as we remember, led to a colossal tragedy, to the 
extermination of a large part of the clergy, believers and laity. Moreover, it 
was not until 1987, when speaking before Polish intellectuals (for whom it 
was a very sensitive subject) did Gorbachev shyly admit: “We, Communists, 
did a lot of damage here.” The policies in regard to religion, churches 
and believers that were pursued in the Soviet Union and in several other 
soviet-oriented countries could hardly be called atheistic. One could hardly 
call atheistic a policy and practice that required the parting speech of the 
Secretary-General who was travelling on vacation from Odessa to Varna to 
be learned as Holy Scripture. One could hardly call it an atheistic experiment 
when a form of Holy Scriptures is created, not subject to any revision, only 
opportunistic interpretations; when a cult of worship, places of worship, an 
eschatological perspective of the Kingdom of God on earth, are created. All 
of this bears little resemblance to the critical approach of atheism, with its 
animosity towards any cult.

However, I would now like to point out that religious policies in countries 
of the Soviet Bloc were not consistent. To be brief, I would recall five sub-
models of implementing such policies. The first one – the Albanian model 
of secular absolutism, when one day in 1967 it was announced that Albania 
is the only country where atheism had attained a complete victory, and all 
mosques, houses of worship, and Orthodox and Catholic churches would 
be closed, and any religious manifestations would be repressed.

The next model is an antagonistic separation of church and state, 
which was implemented in the Soviet Union, and which is the one most 
familiar to us. 

The third model is an unequal union of the state and the predominate 
church. This was implemented in Romania, Bulgaria and to some extent in 
the Socialistic Republic of Macedonia, where the leaders recognised the 

____________
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role of the Orthodox Church in the history of the nation and its importance 
as an institution to affirm a nation’s place on the map of Europe. We 
remember that the Politburo of the Communist Party of Bulgaria dealt with 
the status of the Patriarchate of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, and leaders 
of the Socialist Republic of Macedonia promoted the autocephaly of the 
Macedonian Orthodox Church. We remember the role of Orthodox Church 
in the special “Romanian path” of dictator Ceausescu. 

The fourth model is a more or less liberal one, although liberal only in a 
very relative sense if we speak of the religious policies of East Germany and 
Hungary. Still, when compared with the Soviet Union there was still a very 
basic church presence in public life there.

And the fifth model is an exhausting and fierce competition between 
church and state, as in Poland and Serbia. In Serbia and Poland the church 
enjoyed particular support among the population (among Poles and Serbs). 
And in the case of Serbia, the church remained virtually the only center 
of Serbian nationalism, which was not and could not be destroyed by the 
policy of socialist self-government of the nation as implemented by Josip 
Broz Tito.

I have covered all these models very briefly so as to highlight a pattern, 
namely, all communist regimes started their policy from the same point 
of departure. They started with terror against the church, confiscation of 
church property and incarceration of church leaders, even such extremely 
popular leaders as, for example, Stefan Wyszyński, Primate of the Catholic 
Church in Poland, mentor of the future Pope John Paul II. 

But please note that in time these political approaches changed. They 
changed because the government and the regime met with resistance and 
where resistance is very strong it is impossible to ignore it. And they met 
with different levels of resistance because churches or religious institutions 
enjoy different levels of support in society. For example, in Albania, Islam, 
Catholicism and Orthodoxy were considered foreign religions, viewed as 
instruments used by Turkey, the Russian Empire, the Vatican and Austria-
Hungary for infiltration or even conquest, whereas in Poland pilgrimages drew 
millions of Catholics. No political decisions and no changes in Poland could 
be undertaken without consulting the Catholic Church. This is all well known, 
and we can conclude that the harshness of communist policies with regard 
to the churches depended to a large extent, I repeat, on the resistance, which 
in turn depended on the religious institution’s influence. And the religious 
institution’s influence to a large extent depended on the place the religious 
institution of the majority held, especially during the climactic stages of the 
formation of the state and the nation. From this standpoint it is clear why 
there is such a difference in the religious behaviour of Czechs and Slovaks, 
though for a long time they were a single state. Even the difference in attitude 
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between Western and Eastern Ukraine can largely be explained, not as being 
due to Western Ukraine’s embarking on (as they loved to say in Soviet times) 
the path of socialist development later, and therefore secularization was not 
accompanied by the terrorist methods used in the rest of Ukraine, but simply 
due to the church playing a different role in the life of the people of Galicia 
than it did in the life of the people of Central and Eastern Ukraine. 

Please note: due to centralisation and bureaucratic policies, the 
government of the Soviet Union had to eventually recognise it could not 
implement the same religious policy in Lithuania and Belarus, or in Western 
Ukraine and Central Russia, in the Baltic republics and in, say, Central Asian 
republics. One way or another, despite all the policies and repressive tactics, 
Central Asia retained much of its Islamic past, although from time to time 
school headmasters were demonstrably exposed for acting as mullahs in 
Uzbekistan, and there were failed attempts to eradicate the bride price and 
blood feuds in the North Caucasus, a custom that dates back to Islamic times. 

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, this was accomplished exclusively 
by closing parishes in Eastern Ukraine. Consequently, in the Zaporizhzhia 
Region only 9  churches remained, and in Crimea, 14  churches, but in 
Western Ukraine the campaign met with serious resistance, mass riots and 
refusal to work, so the plan to close parishes was never carried out. 

Additionally, Soviet religious policy has always oscillated between 
two poles. The first pole was ideological, which was clearly directed at 
a so-called victory over religion. The second pole was totally pragmatic, 
the government wanted to use religion and religious institutions to pursue 
political goals, most often foreign policy goals in the international arena. 
The tension between these poles has at times shifted to one side or the 
other. For example, this was the case with Stalin’s Orthodox project after 
the war, and later with Khrushchev’s antireligious campaign, when there was 
a shift to the ideological side. And yet, even on the eve of the Perestroika 
the Communist Party of Ukraine and the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union were still committed to defeating religion. To the end, the Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union never completely abandoned its policy of atheist 
propaganda. There were one million atheist lectures delivered throughout 
the Soviet Union in 1984. This is a remarkable number, even if it has been 
generously rounded up. 

So, what happened to this quasi-religion, to this attempt to become a 
religion, to establish the Kingdom of God on earth, to create Holy Scriptures 
and its own cult system? For the most part the same thing happened to 
this experiment as happened to the Soviet Union as a whole. In the second 
half of the 1970s processes were put in motion around the globe that could 
be termed the return of religion to public life. There was the Islamic revival, 
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of Catholic democratization, as Samuel Huntington called it, which swept 
the world from Latin America to the Philippines. There was the evangelical 
revival in the United States, a boom of new religious movements and, finally, 
a religious upsurge behind the Iron Curtain.

Even from this brief overview it is clear this religious revival started much 
earlier than was officially approved “at the top”. It started approximately 
15 years before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Human rights activist Zoya 
Krakhmalnikova recalled that all her friends and many of her acquaintances 
were all baptised in the same year, 1977. At this time, at the end of the 
1970s, there was a growing interest in religious literature and in foreign 
radio stations that broadcast religious programs. The number of adults 
baptised increased substantially and the Bible was in great demand. This 
return to religion to a large extent signalled the demise of the experiment in 
creating a quasi-religion. The ideals that were meant to be the foundation 
of this quasi-religion had been discredited. They were regarded much as 
the ancient Romans regarded a statue of a deposed emperor; the head 
had been removed from the statue, but the next emperor’s head had yet 
to replace it. The regime was not sacred anymore. Its priests still brought 
offerings to it, but they would mock its ideals in private and joke that in 1980 
instead of the promised Communism there was the Olympic Games. The 
return of religion meant the end of the Soviet quasi-religion. Totalitarianism 
failed to become the Church. The Pentecostal movement in Kansas and 
the 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 numbered 
over 400 million believers. 

The man I spoke with in Vuhlehirsk was right. Although I know that 
these are difficult times for his fellow believers, as they are for all Jehovah’s 
Witnesses both in the Russian-occupied territories of Crimea and Donbass 
and in Russia itself. I want to express my solidarity with all Jehovah’s 
Witnesses who are being persecuted, imprisoned and given prison sentences 
unimaginable 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 
worked with archive documents from Moldova, Ukraine, Russia and Estonia, 
including the archives of state security agencies. I have also interviewed 
about 400 eyewitnesses and victims from various religious denominations.

Two points should be emphasised 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 is constantly being refined and adjusted. This 

also applies to Operation North. I continue researching and clarifying 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 journey to Siberia. However, 
the archives of the Ukrainian MSS describe in detail the preparation for the 
operation and report in detail on each region, but say almost nothing about 
the journey to Siberia. We have been able to gather some information from 
eyewitness accounts. Nevertheless, the conditions in one wagon could 
have totally differed from conditions in other parts of the train. Therefore, 
information must 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. Scholars from Belarus 
recently noted that in Belarus (and I quote) “the archives of the Committee 
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for State Security are completely closed for research”. Therefore, the data 
presented to date may be adjusted or clarified over time.

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

In February 1951, Viktor Abakumov, then Minister 
of State Security of the USSR, gave Joseph Stalin the 
latest version of a plan marked “top secret”, a plan for 
the most massive confessional deportation in the history 
of the USSR – Operation North. It was planned to take in 
just one day almost 10,000 people from six republics in 
early April 1951 and deport them to Siberia, only because 
they were active members of the community of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. The deportation was organised as a military 
operation. Several ministries of the USSR were involved. 
Only 2  hours were given to gather their possessions. 
One family was allowed to take no more than 1.5 tons 
of personal belongings with them. The rest of their 
belongings – house, tools, furniture and livestock – were 
confiscated and given to local collective farms. Later, all 
these people in Ukraine were loaded into 9 convoy trains 
and 450 wagons. One convoy train was formed of exiles from the Baltic 
states, and two convoy trains were from Moldova. The Irkutsk and Tomsk 
Regions were intended as the final destination; 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 after 1939, Jehovah’s Witnesses had not 
come under the close scrutiny of the Soviet government. They were not 
given much attention until there were a considerable number of them in 
western regions of the country. In addition, the Witnesses were the best 

organised religious underground structure in those lands. In part, they had 
a sophisticated system of encrypting reports, a unique approach to secrecy 
and they had secret bunkers for printing literature. Moreover, when the 
Ministry of State Security agents later began infiltrating the ranks of the 
organisation, the Witnesses took countermeasures, exposing the plans of 
state security agencies. To be sure, the authorities, which at the time aspired 
to full control over all areas of their citizens’ lives, could not tolerate this. And 
although the Witnesses made several attempts to register their community, 
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authorities continued to persecute them. For example, at their last attempt 
to register the community in 1949, they were asked to publish their literature 
in the party printing offices, and to glorify Stalin and party policy in their 
sermons. Since they adhered to the principle of complete political neutrality, 
the Witnesses obviously could not agree to this.

How did the  
Ministry of State 
Security know how  
many people to 
deport? Who com-
piled 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 often 
warnings about the deportation from relatives or sympathizers who worked 
in the village council. Such lists were later undersigned by the special council 
of the Ministry of State Security, “backdated” more than 6 months after the 
operation. The theory that the lists were prepared by recruited MSS agents 
is not reliable. True, MSS agents were in the ranks of the organisation. Yet, 
their number was nowhere near enough to compile lists for each village.

How many troops and forces were used for the operation? 
Were there enough 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 
1 April 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 1 April in 
Moldova, Belarus, and the Baltic States, and on 8 April 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 deportation were related to a lack of troops. 
For the same reason, deportation from one of 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 had been prepared.

In total, in Ukraine, including the convoy train guards, almost 20,000 
soldiers and subordinates of the MSS as well as 2,640 units of military 
equipment were involved. The 65th Rifle Division was also involved.  
In Moldova, about 3,000 soldiers and subordinates of the MSS and 415 
units of military equipment were involved.

How many people were exiled?
Unfortunately, even here “surpassing the quota”, which was so typical of 

the USSR, was practiced. Although in almost all republics there were some 
who were not exiled for various reasons, the MSS managed to “surpass 
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in this. It was originally planned to deport 1,675 persons, but almost 1,000 
more were deported. In Ukraine as well 1,000 more persons would have 
been exiled if Transcarpathia had not been excluded. Lithuania sent twice 
as many as planned. In total we estimate that at least 9,793 people were 
deported. However, we do not have data from Belarus.

Why is it called the largest mass deportation in the USSR?
Together with this research we indirectly examined the deportation 

of other denominations: in part, the deportations of such religious groups 
as the True Orthodox Christians (1944), the Adventist Reformists, and the 

Inochentist Church (1952). 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 it possible to avoid deportation?
Yes, it was, and there was more than one opportunity. 

This fact is determinant and unique in relation to other Soviet 
deportations. Unlike political convicts, Witnesses did have 
the opportunity to avoid deportation; moreover, they had two 
opportunities. First, many Witnesses knew they would be 
deported, but remained at home at the time of deportation. 
Second, most Witnesses were given the opportunity to 
renounce their faith and stay home. There was no special 
form for renunciation of faith. However, very often the heads 
of the officers, of their own initiative, gave the Witnesses 
the opportunity to sign a paper stating they renounced their 
faith. Such instances were not uncommon during the operation in Ukraine. 
If the family agreed, they were categorised as having converted to another 
religion at the time of deportation 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 part of the Lviv Region in 1959) five 
families were left for this reason. This is the only instance I have found in 
the documents, not only for Ukraine, but for all other republics of the USSR.

The very fact there was such an alternative indicates the authorities 
subconsciously understood that these people were not criminals. The same 
thing had been done previously, under the Nazi regime.
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Was the deportation handled differently depending on 
the republic?

The operation in Moldova and the Baltic States was less humane than 
in Ukraine. Many regions of Ukraine have reports with information on those 
not deported to Siberia for various reasons. For example, if someone was 
a ‘Hero of Labor’, served in the army, had other awards from the Soviet 
government, or was just in poor physical condition, they were not deported. 
However, in the Baltics there were instances when even Komsomol members 
were deported together with their believing mother; and in Moldova there 
were people who were bedridden, yet deported. The most striking example 
of inhumane treatment in Moldova is the case of a mother deported with 
her baby who had meningitis; the baby later died in the wagon. There are 
also frequent references in Moldovan documents to the thorough search for 
believers, even in neighbouring areas, who were not at home at the time of 
the deportation. One of the two convoy trains from 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, these actions 
were motivated by a desire to gain favour with the senior staff. 

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

deaths. We know for a certainty 
of the death of 76-year-old 
Eduard Yakubovych Peyu in 
the Baltic convoy train, and the 
death of Maria Oleksandrivna 
Vizniak’s 9-month-old child in 
the Moldovan convoy train.  
As recollected by Ukrainian 
believers, two people died in 
the Ukrainian convoy trains. 

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 of the birth of four children in 
the Moldovan convoy trains; among them 
were triplets. The fact of children being 
born has also been confirmed in regard to 
the Ukrainian convoy trains. However, the 
exact number of births is still unknown.

What were the conditions like in the trains? Were they fed 
in the wagons and, if so, how often? Why do the eyewitness 
accounts differ?

The trip to Siberia lasted 2 to 3 weeks. Most likely the Moldovans were 
the first to arrive. They started their trip on 2 April, and on 13 and 14 April – in 
less than 2 weeks – they arrived in the Tomsk Region. However, on average 
the journey took 2 to 3 weeks. One thing all wagons had in common was the 
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overpowering stench in the wagons because they had previously been used 
for cattle transport. This was mentioned even in reports by MSS officers and 
heads of convoy trains. It should be noted that children made up one third 
of the total number of deportees. In one case, the head of the convoy train 
personally wrote a report to the head of the MSS directorate, expressing his 
indignation over the terrible sanitary conditions of the transport. Food was 
prepared at the stations in local canteens or special institutions (and even in 
restaurants) before the arrival of the trains. As for how they were fed during 
the journey to exile, testimonies vary. Some recall a daily food delivery, 
while others often went without food. It depended on the circumstances in 
each convoy train. We examined a document from the Baltic convoy train, 
which provided for daily food delivery at large stations. However, due to the 
train’s slow progress, there were many stations where the train did not stop. 
Unfortunately, in those cases the believers were left without food.

What was the situation in the new location? Were 
believers kept under surveillance and did they continue to 
be persecuted?

Each village in Siberia received believers as its capacity allowed. Some 
settled believers in barracks, others settled them with other families, others 
crowded three to four families to a small room, and still others had the 
believers build dugouts from improvised materials they had brought with 
them or were given once there. They were under close surveillance in the 
settlement and subsequently reports on them were sent to the senior staff. 
Here is what Zhytov, Commissioner of the Council in the Irkutsk Region, 
wrote about the Witnesses: “Witnesses of the god Jehovah are the largest 
group in number, the most evil and ferocious, possessed of a savage hatred 
for the Soviet system”. Yet, the commissioner himself commented on the 
diligence and industriousness of the believers. If the Witnesses continued to 
actively preach, they were threatened with deportation yet farther, to eastern 
Siberia. The threats were absurd, as the believers were already in exile, and 
they were threatened with being sent yet further.

How many people remained? Did they continue to perse-
cute the believers who remained behind?

There were about 2,000 believers left in 
Ukraine, the majority of them in Transcarpathia.  
It was surely not easy for those who remained. Under 
Stalin, storage of literature was punishable by up to 
25 years’ imprisonment. This term was later reduced 
to 10 years. For storing literature and participating in 
religious meetings, they were often fined. There is a 
document regarding a fine issued “for faith in God”.  
Later, even atheistic literature noted that, contrary 
to popular belief, the Witnesses’ literature was not 
political.
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Do we have lists of all deportees?
At present, by the efforts of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Latvia, Estonia 

and Lithuania lists have been compiled of all those deported from those 
countries. The archival documents of the MSS of Moldova contain a list 
of believers by name, even by convoy train wagons. In Ukraine, the list of 
deportees to Siberia was compiled by the believers themselves in 1952. 
After verifying the data, this list may 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 activity” of the community. The result, however, was 
the exact opposite. These actions only contributed to the spread of the 
Witnesses’ beliefs throughout the USSR. First, until 1951 only western 
regions of the country had a large number of Witnesses, other regions had 
only small groups. Thanks to Operation North, the Soviet government sent 
almost 10,000 preachers to the eastern regions of its territory. Second, 
by forbidding the Witnesses to return to their homeland after their release 
in 1965, the USSR government spread these preachers across the entire 
territory of the Soviet Union, from Crimea to the Caucasus. 

This shows that the use of force in the fight 
against religion is doomed to failure. Moreover, 
those who seek to promote themselves under 
a totalitarian regime can end up the victim. 
A clear example of this is the fate of Viktor 
Abakumov himself, the originator of the idea 
to deport Jehovah’s Witnesses. Interestingly, 
3  months after Operation North, the USSR 
Minister of State Security was arrested for 
high treason and shot 3 years later. Thus, the 
author of the inhumane idea of deportation 
himself suffered from the totalitarian machine 
he had created.
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I studied the topic of repression of Jehovah’s Witnesses when I was 
preparing for my doctorate at a Polish university. For 5 years I travelled to 
Russia – until 2016. When Jehovah’s Witnesses were banned at the start of 
2017 I stopped travelling to Russia, conducting interviews and collecting 
documents. This research was funded by the Polish university. I received 
a scholarship, two grants, and two awards so as to research the forms of 
repression and the trauma these people experienced.

I was looking for those who experienced the 
deportation of 1951 or other forms of repression.  
It was not difficult to find such ones in congregations 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses. I think every congregation 
had people who either remembered the deportation 
or were themselves deported to GULAG camps or 
suffered other forms of repression. This research 
is of interest from a cultural, anthropological, as 
well as historical and sociological standpoint. Not 
only did I collect memories and oral accounts, but 
I personally observed them, even lived with them. 
Sometimes it was the only option. For instance, 
once when I was in a remote area of Siberia I 
thought I could find a hotel to stay for a few days 
and interview people. I was told that not far from Irkutsk or Angarsk – 4 hours 
by train – there were many deportees from Ukraine who still lived there.  
I went there and these people agreed to accommodate me in their homes, 
which was very interesting for me as a researcher. I was able to observe the 
daily life of those who decided to settle in Siberia and not return to Ukraine. 

First, I applied the principle of the famous Polish sociologist Florian 
Znaniecki, who advises using the humanitarian quotient, that is, looking 
at reality through the eyes of the people concerned and not evaluating 
what is happening. Second, I asked myself various questions: What does 
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this group of people remember? Why do they remember these particular 
events? How is the memory of these events transmitted: from generation to 
generation or within a given group? What events do they go back to, how 
do they talk about them? Other questions dealt with trauma: how did they 
experience it, how did they cope, and how do they live now after what they 
experienced under Soviet rule? Other interesting points relate to the culture 
and spiritual life during the ban on the Witnesses under Soviet rule: how did 
they meet their spiritual needs when it was officially forbidden?

When researching this topic, one finds many parallels between the 
attitude of the Soviet government and that of the Nazi government in 
Germany toward Jehovah’s Witnesses. And it seems to me that to this 
day present government in Russia and Hitler’s government have points in 
common when it comes to the attitude towards the Witnesses. I ask myself, 
“What is the phenomenon of Jehovah’s Witnesses? How are they different 
from other groups?” Over the course of 5 years I was able to conduct dozens 

of interviews, and the people I interviewed 
talked about their lives. One picture shows 
a gathering of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
Lviv Region before the expulsion. This is 
in the early 20th century, before the war. 
They often idealise this period and say they 
had everything. In German it is “Heimat”, 
which means “little homeland”, the place 
where they were born. They had everything: 
animals, cattle, houses, and so on. But they 
had to leave it all behind and live under 
different conditions. 

I also applied the principle of N. K. Denzin, a sociologist who advises 
triangulating sources. This means not relying on only one source, such as 
stories and memoirs, but working with others as well. Among these sources 
can be documents, but material things as well, which can also convey 
information. This includes photographs, which they allowed me to copy. For 
example, photos of the barracks in Central Khazan, photos that show their 
daily life in Siberia, how they worked and organised their spiritual life, how 
new congregations were formed, how they conducted meetings, weddings, 
organised choirs, and so on. A very interesting topic is the creativity of the 
exiles, which mainly existed in oral form, such as poems and songs. 

What conclu-
sions did I reach 
from my research? 
First, I would like 
to emphasise the 
great role faith 
played in the lives 
of the deportees, 
who experienced 
a culture shock.  
Of course, other 
deportees to Si-
beria endured the 
same situation,  
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and remote, where there were swarms of insects and so on. Polish scholars 
who studied the Poles exiled to Siberia for religious or other reasons in 
the 1930s and 1940s (such as Kowalska or Kozhd) have observed that 
the circumstances lead people to abandon previous moral and ethical 
commitments. “As a result, religious norms were rarely followed”, wrote 
Kowalska in her work in 2002. In her research of 2008, Katarzyna Kozhd 
mentions the moral ambivalence and emphasised that new realities required 
a transformation of the basic commandments, such as “do not steal”, “do 
not bear false witness”, “do not lie”, or “respect your neighbour”. In her 
view, violating religious standards helped people endure hardship. However, 
a thorough analysis of exiled Jehovah’s Witnesses leads to the conclusion 
that in their case, things were very different. During the deportation itself, 
members of the community saw a contrast between their behaviour and 
that of other deportees. When interviewed, one woman stated regarding the 
journey in the freight wagons: “The other people cried the whole way, but 
we sang”. Those I interviewed had held to their moral and ethical values.  
It never occurred to them to make compromises. The conscience of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses did not allow them to renounce their beliefs for the sake 
of food, accommodation or better working conditions. They had the option 
to cooperate with the authorities, but even under very harsh conditions they 
refused to do so. I recall an interview with a woman named Halya, who 
was deported with her husband from Western Ukraine. Within one year, her 
husband was sent to the GULAG for several months while she was pregnant 
with their fifth child, their grandfather was on his deathbed, and their cow 
had been hit by a train. Halya was all alone. It was at that time KGB officers 
offered better living conditions in exchange for her collaboration.

Those I interviewed viewed the increase in fellow believers as one of 
the blessings they received for their commitment to biblical ideals. The 
conduct of Jehovah’s Witnesses did not go unnoticed, it influenced and 
impressed people who observed them. I had an opportunity to interview 
people from Riga and Lviv who were sent to a GULAG (Siberia) as freedom 
fighters (that is how they described themselves). They fought for the 
freedom of their country. They met Jehovah’s Witnesses in the camp or 
settlement and stated that Jehovah’s Witnesses behaved differently from 
other prisoners in the camp. They helped each other and their neighbours; 
they shared food and packages. They had an inner strength and they 
had principles they strove to observe. It had such an impact on people 
that in time they adopted those principles themselves, and even in the 
camps, where it was forbidden and probably seemed impossible, they 
were baptised and left the camps as members of this religion. 

I had an interesting interview with a woman who worked as a prison 
warden. She observed Jehovah’s Witnesses in Astana in the 1950s and 
1960s, and in 1972 she left her job. We met in Kaliningrad, where she 
had moved to live with her daughter. She said the conduct of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses stayed with her. They did not quarrel, they were different, they 
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were respectful even to those who persecuted them, and they helped each 
other. It made such a deep impression on this woman that at the age of 70 
she was baptised and became one of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

I was able to interview one of their fierce opponents, an actress who 
starred in a Soviet propaganda film. There were lots of films against religious 
minorities, among them I Love You, Life!, God’s Witnesses, Armageddon 
and others. She played the heroine, who joins a cult and then dies. The 
husband of this actress was in the military, and after his promotion, they 
moved to Poland in the 1980s. At that time the communist government in 
Poland oppressed Jehovah’s Witnesses, although not as severely as did 
the Soviet Union. There she met Jehovah’s Witnesses for the first time. 
She considered them a dangerous cult, but later changed her mind and 
became a member. Why do I bring this up? Because I heard a lot about 
how the conduct of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the camps and in settlements 
made a big impression on people. But when I started doing my research, 
I met people who could tell me how it worked, the inside story, as it were. 
The “snowball” method is very interesting. Sociologists doing research 
ask such questions as: “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 this history. Unconditional commitment to biblical principles, defence 
of human values, and loyalty to their convictions was a challenge and a 
form of resistance to the totalitarian regime of that time. It was so unique in 
the camps and settlements that it could not but attract people’s attention.  
As a result, this small group stood out among the prisoners. The heroism 
and altruism of the believers made a lasting impression on those who at 
the time were opposed to them.

Another aspect of my research is cultural life, which consists of 
various elements. Regular religious meetings were an important part of 
their cultural life, and these meetings were organised even under extreme 
conditions, at the risk to their lives, their freedom, and at the risk of being 
fined. The annual Memorial of Jesus Christ’s death was commemorated, 
choirs were organised, secret meetings of an artistic nature were held, 
where participants sang songs, composed poetry, and memorised and 
recited Bible passages. Wedding receptions were 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. The cultural narratives of Jehovah’s Witnesses contain images 
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When those whom I interviewed recalled their life, they primarily spoke of 
the brutal deportation, of the inhumane conditions during the journey in 
cattle cars and freight cars that lasted two, three or more weeks. But it is 
worth noting that along with the accounts of traumatic experiences, they 
also speak of the spiritual side of life  – their own and that of the entire 
community. They remember the organised religious meetings, preaching 
God’s Word, printing and distributing banned literature. They also mention 
what religious scholars call rituals and customs, namely baptism, prayer, 
and reading the Bible together. The deportation and the labour camps 
were part of their life journey, which brings with it certain experiences. The 
stories we are now talking about bring memories of pain and trauma.

When I was preparing for my trips, I expected to meet people who 
were broken and on the verge of depression, in view of what they had 
been through, and that our conversations would be highly emotional. I met 
parents whose children were taken away and placed in orphanages, and I 
met children who were taken from their families. I interviewed people who 
had their heads smashed against the wall of the interrogation room, people 
who were almost raped, people who were put in mental institutions, and so 
on. But the fact is, when I met these people, I thought this is the attitude and 
approach to life I want to have when I grow old. There is a lot to be learned 
from them. This is the phenomenon of Jehovah’s Witnesses repressed in 
the Soviet Union. Not just individually, but as a group, they succeeded 

in maintaining and developing their spirituality, never yielding to atheistic 
Bolshevism, which tried all possible means to expel God from people’s 
hearts. Resistance to totalitarian oppression was therefore common to all 
members of the community, not just individuals. As already emphasised, 
believers saw the deportation as divine direction. They interpreted these 
events as an opportunity to bring the Word of God to places where it 
had not been heard. This interpretation can be seen in poems and songs: 
“Maybe it is God’s will for us to be here. How many good things came from 
the deportation to Siberia!”. Jan Assmann calls certain memories a “figures 
of memory”. When talking about the past, members of the community 
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emphasise certain values, and even today these values are important to 
this community. These values include adherence to biblical, moral and 
ethical principles, adherence to one’s convictions, and a readiness to 
uphold the humanity that we all have.
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Hello, my name is Emily Baran, and I am an associate professor of 
history and the chair of the history department at Middle Tennessee State 
University in the United States. I want to thank the organizers of this event, 
first for putting it together, and for inviting me to offer some brief remarks. 
I appreciate the opportunity to share thoughts from my research, and 
hopefully contribute something to the conversation today. 

As I said, I am a professor of history in the United States, and I’ve spent 
most of my career researching the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
Soviet Union. I stumbled upon this topic, and this religious community, when 
I was still a college student, and it made such a strong impression on me 
that I have never really stopped researching it. At the time, I have to admit 
to you today, I had not realized that there were Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
Soviet Union. I definitely did not know that they existed for decades under 
persecution, nor that they had been subject to not one, but two mass exiles, 
the first in 1949 and the second in 1951. Knowing more about their history 
became my focus for my undergraduate work, my graduate studies, and my 
professional career. Ultimately, I wrote a book about their experiences, the 
first English-language book to tackle the subject in depth. 

I mention my research because there are still so few scholars who study 
this community. Many, perhaps most of them, might be listening to my 
remarks right now. The Witnesses’ history, including in the Soviet Union, 
remains relegated to the margins of scholarship. This is unfortunate, because 
the Witnesses’ history has a lot to tell us about modern life and modern 
states, religious belief, and how religious communities have responded to 
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 this 
topic. To this day, much of the documentation for the 1949 and 1951 exiles 
remains inaccessible to scholars and members of this community. Historians 
have been able to access the exile orders, for example, which have been 
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published in various books and articles, and I thank those scholars who have 
made this documentation known. But this is only a small piece of a larger 
picture. As a historian, I want to know about the Soviet state’s preparations 
for the exile, the planning, the reports on how it was carried out, the records 
of the arrival of Witnesses to these far-flung communities, and how they 
fared once out there. As we all know, this documentation exists. Those of us 
who work on this topic can even tell you in many cases exactly where it is, 
and in what archives, and in which boxes and folders. The real question is, 
When will any of us be allowed to read it? In recent years, many materials 
have become more inaccessible in Russian archives, not less. 

Here I am probably referring to archival issues well known to other 
scholars at this conference. So I doubt that anything I say here today is new 
to you. Still, it’s worth commenting on it because here we are, seventy years 
after the events in question, and this really shouldn’t be an issue, and it 
wouldn’t be an issue if Russia’s government was committed to transparency 
rather than secrecy about the past. I recall when I was working in one of the 
Russian state archives many years ago, and I found out that it housed at 
least two major files on Operations North and South, the secret names given 
to the exiles by the Soviet state. So, of course, I asked if I could order them. 
Sure, I was told, no problem. As is typical in a Russian archive, I then waited. 
Days later, I’m told, the materials are here. I pick them up and bring them 
back to my little reading desk. Excitement quickly turned to disappointment, 
however, as I browsed through the papers in front of me. The files from 
Operations North and South were not in there. What had I been given?  
A whole range of documents on anti-partisan operations in postwar Ukraine. 
These, these were sensitive materials — reports of Red Army actions 
against partisan holdouts, reports of partisan violence, and so on. I asked 
the archivist that day, Why could I not see the files for a state operation 
against a small religious minority from this 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 has 
not yet been a state reckoning with what was done to 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 be ignorance — many people do not know about these events — but 
at least some of it, I think, has to do with enduring state hostility to this 
community, which persists today. This hostility may have abated, in some 
post-Soviet states significantly so, but it has not disappeared. 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 the Soviet 
state inflicted on those exiled? Moreover, how can we revisit, acknowledge, 
and account, if we cannot even learn the full story of what happened? 

Until some future moment when, I hope, governments in this region will 
make these records known, I am especially grateful to the historians who 
have pieced together this history with what materials do exist, and to the 
survivors, many of whom have shared their experiences in the pages of 
Watch Tower literature, or published their own memoirs. Their stories, their 
work to preserve these memories, ensures that this persecution will not be 
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 this history 
forward, to document it, and to preserve it. And I thank you for that. 
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With what time I have today, I’d like to offer some 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 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 accounts of violence against Witnesses, torture, harassment, 
and, in the case of some areas of Ukraine and also all of Russia, outright 
persecution. What we haven’t read are accounts of mass exodus from the 
faith itself. And that brings me to my first lesson from the 1951 exile:

Lesson One: Harsh persecution has not been successful at eliminating 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

This is probably the biggest lesson, and perhaps 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 the lesson. When the 
Soviet state made the decision to exile Witnesses, it did so under the premise 
that this would isolate them and prevent them from converting others. 
Ultimately, the end goal was for the faith to die out — to reach a point where 
there would be no more Witnesses. Indeed, the assumption underpinning 
Soviet policy on religion was that for the Soviet state to achieve communism, 
religion would have to disappear. Exactly how that would happen, what it 
would take to achieve, and how long it would take, was never entirely clear. 
But for communism to exist, Witnesses needed to not exist. 

Of course, that didn’t happen. Witnesses endured; the Soviet state 
did not. Again, this may be an obvious lesson, but it’s the important one if 
we think about today’s less extreme efforts in this region. What do states 
think they can accomplish through persecution? A realistic assessment of 
the Witnesses’ history would suggest that they cannot reasonably hope to 
eliminate this faith through repression — and that it would be foolish to try.

After all, the 1951 exile was the most extreme effort to eliminate Witnesses 
in this region, and yet it failed. It didn’t eliminate Witnesses — it just moved 
them. The exile locations may have been remote, but frankly, so were many 
of Witnesses’ original communities in rural Ukraine and elsewhere. Sending 
Witnesses thousands of miles from home spread the faith to communities 
that would never have otherwise met a Witness in 1951. 

And this brings me to Lesson Two: Jehovah’s Witnesses have been 
remarkably adaptable under persecution, finding ways to preserve their 
faith and their religious practices under this intense pressure. We know 
this from what documents do exist from state records. We have reports, 
for example, from officials in Irkutsk, one of the major sites of exile. In the 
report, the officials complain to state officials about how active the Witness 
communities were, refusing to vote in state elections and holding regular 
meetings in secret. Ten years after the exile, we have documentation that 
the most convictions for illegal religious activity in the Soviet Union were in 
none other than the regions where the state had deposited Witnesses —
Tomsk, Irkutsk, Komi, in particular. 
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These were sites of vibrant religious activity — of illicit baptisms in rivers 
and lakes, of meetings held at twilight in homes, but also in nearby woods 
and on the steppe, 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 Witnesses’ beliefs 
and practices. We know this because, unlike the records about Operations 
North and South, we have extensive documentation of this later period in 
Soviet history, and in particular of the lower level efforts by state officials 
to repress religious life and religious expression. In this paper trail, unlike 
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 out-talked them during atheist 
seminars. We see state officials struggle to keep up with where Witnesses 
were meeting, when, and with whom. And we can read about multiple 
instances in which state officials, charged with conducting atheist agitation, 
bemoaned the fact that when it came to Witnesses, they were outmanned 
and outmaneuvered. 

To paraphrase one such complaint, an individual agitator might spend 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 
ten 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 own 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 including two mass exiles, and in fact to outlive the Soviet Union.

And this brings me to my last lesson, Lesson Three: The exile didn’t 
eliminate Witnesses because Witnesses, by and large, didn’t respond to 
it by abandoning their faith. These were people who had been woken in 
the middle of the night, told to pack their things into a few small suitcases, 
and then herded onto crowded cattle cars to travel days, week, to some 
entirely unknown location. We have few accounts of escape, nor of 
resistance. Survivors instead recall how the families bonded on the long 
journey, how they sang songs to lift 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 all of this gave the journey meaning and 
purpose. When I was working on research about the mass exile for my book,  
I interviewed one survivor, who had experienced the exile as a young boy.  
At the end of the interview, he gave me some photos, including a group 
photo of Witnesses taken sometime not long after their arrival in exile. What 
did he want me to notice about the photo? He wanted me to notice that 
everyone in the photo is happy. Some are even laughing. This was important 
to him because it demonstrated how Witnesses responded to persecution, 
and how they endured even in the face of it. 
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The exile was not a good thing — it was a terrible situation, and not everyone 
survived it. But it was also, for Witnesses, 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. For others, it was a chance to 
prove that they could stand firm against an oppressive state. To quote from 
a Watchtower article published a few years after the exile, “The government 
has paid their fare to new territories to preach the Kingdom message”. Again,  
I do not 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 
this fact. And as historians, we should call on all 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 fully acknowledge it. 

I would close by just asking us to think about the numbers here. 
How many Witnesses were exiled in Operation North? The operation 

order lists roughly 3000 families and nearly 9000 individuals. How many 
Witnesses were active when the Soviet Union ended in 1991? The answer is 
several times that number. How many Witnesses today, in 2021, are there in 
the countries that were impacted by exile? Well over 300,000. 

To summarize: Witnesses have faced persecution, they have adapted to 
it, suffered through it, even embraced it, and they are almost certainly going 
to continue to do so into the future.
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The structure of religious life is unique to each country and to a particular 
century. It is a dynamic system, subject to constant changes. To determine 
the place and role of Jehovah’s Witnesses in this structure I suggest we do 
a comparative analysis. And the starting point of this analysis will be the 
current number of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine compared to the total 
number of religious organisations and believers in our country, against the 
background of the historical changes documented since the first mention of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine

It was at the end of the nineteenth century that Pastor Charles Taze 
Russell visited Ukraine. At that time there were already Witnesses in our 
country. Many Ukrainians had emigrated to the United States and Canada, 
where they became acquainted with the Bible Students. And in these 
countries there were even Ukrainian-speaking Bible study groups. Those 
who returned to Ukraine actively spread these teachings, just as they had 
been doing in the countries of their emigration.

The first convention of Bible Students in Ukraine was held in 1926, and 
even then about 150 people were present. At this convention 20 people were 
baptised. Two years later, in 1928, the first convention was held in the city 
of Lviv and 500 people attended. We see a steady increase, even in those 
early years of the Witnesses’ presence 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 well-known preacher George Young, 
who organised a meeting in Kharkiv with a local group of Bible Students. 
The growth of the Witnesses is evidenced by Operation North itself (which 
began on 8 April 1951), when thousands of the organisation’s followers were 
deported to Siberia. The official activities of the organisation were banned in 
the USSR for many years.

In the second half of the 1980s, as Jehovah’s Witnesses well remember, 
the pressure on them from the Soviet authorities eased, local congregations 
began to increase in membership, they received literature, and finally in 1988 
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the authorities allowed Ukrainian Witnesses to attend a convention in Poland. 
Starting in that year a very powerful movement began to re-establish and to 
form congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine. In 1991, when the 
Soviet Union collapsed, Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine were given freedom 
and registered with the status of a religious organisation. They seized the 
opportunity and held their first convention in Lviv, drawing a large number of 
followers. The year 1993 was a remarkable year for Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Ukraine. The first international convention was held in Kyiv, with thousands 
in attendance. During the convention, 7,000 people were baptised, that 
is, became Jehovah’s Witnesses. Since then, the number of Witnesses in 
Ukraine has grown steadily and, as of 2019, there are 129,310. 

There are currently 37,000 registered religious organisations in Ukraine 
and 97  percent are Christian organisations. Among the Christian organi-
sations, Orthodox Christians dominate, over 50 percent, and they belong 
to two main churches, the Orthodox Church of Ukraine and the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church. The latter is actually twice as large as the Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine in terms of the number of organisations. According to 
government data, there are currently 7,097 religious organisations in Ukraine 
belonging to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, and 12,410 of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church. In addition, Ukraine has Catholics, Greek Catholics 
(more than 3,500 parishes), Protestants (25 percent of the total number of 
religious organisations in Ukraine), Muslims, Jews, Buddhists and others. 
Among all the religious organisations, there are 130,000 Witnesses in 1,500 
communities, which is a small percentage of all believers in Ukraine: only 
4  percent of the organisations and 0.3  percent of Ukraine’s population.  
If one calculates the percentage of Witnesses among the total number of 
believers, and believers represent 28 million out of Ukraine’s 40 million 
population (70  percent of Ukrainians claim to believe in God), Witnesses 
make up only 0.46 percent. You may ask, “Is that a lot or a little? I believe 
that statistics tell us little about the activity of an organisation, we need to 
look at the activity of believers from a certain organisation. That is, there 
are significantly more Orthodox believers – 15 million, but they are not as 
visible nor as audible as Jehovah’s Witnesses or representatives of other 
organisations that are not as large as the Orthodox. The sixth volume of 
History of Religion, which covers late Protestantism, presents a very broad 
and detailed picture of the growth of Jehovah’s Witnesses from 1991 to 
the present. We see different waves of growth: there were years when the 
Witnesses grew by as much as 20 percent or more. At a certain point the 
growth rate stabilised, the annual mass influx of new members stopped, but 
growth is still stable at around 5 percent per year. We can say the Witnesses 
have not put their statistical growth on hold, on the contrary, due to their 
status as a registered religious organisation, and therefore recognised by 
the Ukrainian state, the number of Witnesses has not decreased, they have 
not reached their limit, so we can expect further growth in Witnesses and  
an increase in their activity. 
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The situation is not as positive under the conditions of quarantine 
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, but this is true of all religious 
organisations, not just the Witnesses. The Witnesses, however, were quick 
to adapt and find new ways to study the Bible and to hold meetings of 
believers, everything basically moved online, and even the elderly have 
mastered modern gadgets so as not to suspend their activities. In short, the 
Witnesses have demonstrated in these exceptional circumstances that they 
are a dynamic religious organisation that continues to exist in the religious 
field of Ukraine and is more and more visible in this common expanse.

Having been an integral part of the organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in the USSR, since 1991 Witnesses in Ukraine began to identify as 
Ukrainian Jehovah’s Witnesses. We understand why: first, the historical and  
geographical origins of the Witnesses is in the territory and culture of 
Western Ukraine. Even in Siberia, Irkutsk or Tomsk Regions, the memory 
of the national roots of believers has been preserved. Although even now, 
during a war, ties with Russia are still very strong, ties of family, mentality 
and religion, at the same time we see a sort of autonomism of different parts 
of the formerly unified Soviet religious organisation emerging. The current 
administrative agency of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine is an administrative 
center established with the support of the world headquarters of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, as well as with the support of Polish and German Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. It has contributed to Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine perceiving 
themselves as a separate entity. I know there are hundreds of such 
administrative agencies around the world. And I think it was the authority 
of Ukrainian Witnesses that made it possible to hold two international 
conventions in Ukraine. The organisational level attained during these  
events served as a good experience and as an additional reason to choose 
Ukraine for international events in the future.

Another aspect of the place Jehovah’s Witnesses hold in the religious 
life in Ukraine is the regionalisation of the Witnesses’ religious organisations. 
Generally, most Witnesses have historically been concentrated in western 
regions, in regional centers and more in large cities than in villages and 
towns. According to reports from the Witnesses themselves, in some 
villages in Transcarpathia there is one Witness for every four or five local 
non-Witnesses. That is, Transcarpathia is a kind of incubator, so to speak, 
for Jehovah’s Witnesses, although there are some exceptions to this general 
rule. For example, the Zaporizhzhia Region also has a large number of 
congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses, since it was there that the Witnesses 
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there. In Mariupol, for example, there are also many Witnesses. Although 
numerically there are more of them in the west of Ukraine, because from 
there, from the territory bordering Poland, the faith spread east.

The building of Kingdom Halls was a major factor in establishing the 
Witnesses in Ukraine, although perhaps not a very noticeable factor. When 
religious structures are built, it indicates the financial, material and human 
capacity of the religious organisation as well as its good management. 
Some religious organisations in Ukraine still do not have their own places of 
worship. Witnesses have built many new Kingdom Halls in the past 30 years. 
They use the latest building methods, modern building materials and tools, 
and they work as a team to build not only their places of worship, but also to 
help others. In short, it’s something that can be seen and used. The buildings 
are environmentally friendly, comfortable and can be quickly built in any 
location. When people see that such places of worship are being built, there 
is more trust: it means that there is permission to build these facilities, it 
means that it is a legitimate organisation, they are not here temporarily in 
tents, but are here for the long term.

Jehovah’s Witnesses are very effective in their preaching and missionary 
work. They use a variety of forms of this activity. For example, they visit 
places of incarceration. They communicate with the inmates, provide 
literature to prisons and colonies, distribute Bibles, correspond with 
prisoners, and preach. A large number of people then accept the faith.  
It is a kind of spiritual help, spiritual therapy, which helps people to quickly 
rehabilitate after imprisonment.

The Witnesses work with groups with disabilities, for example the 
deaf and the blind. They give special attention to those people who may 
be overlooked by the larger churches, such as the Orthodox or the Greek 
Catholics. They distribute special literature and usually meetings are 
translated into sign language. In other words, they perform a very important 
function by socialising people, including those who are often forgotten in 
society, through Bible study at their meetings.

Witnesses are also active in working with ethnic minorities, 
distributing Bible literature, as far as I know, in 36 languages. Separate 
congregations are being formed for the Korean and even for the 
Uzbek languages. This means anyone living in Ukraine who is not an 
ethnic Ukrainian can find understanding, spiritual support and, most 
importantly, can grow spiritually with this organisation.

The Witnesses work with social risk groups, such as AIDS patients and 
drug addicts. They do not disdain this segment of society, but are very active.  
Essentially, in place of the government they reduce or resolve a large number 
of social problems faced by Ukrainian society.
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I have already mentioned that the Witnesses are very active in making 
use of technological advances, even today’s conference is an example, 
where translation is provided in three languages and speakers from different 
parts of the world are connected quickly. I am not sure that all religious 
organisations in Ukraine would be able to organise a conference of such 
high quality as we have today.

Having discussed many topics today, mostly historical, we see that 
there are difficult questions to which the Witnesses have not yet given a 
definitive answer. These include Jehovah’s Witnesses and national issues, 
Witnesses and the current government, Jehovah’s Witnesses and the 
Russian-Ukrainian war, Jehovah’s Witnesses and the annexation of Crimea, 
the attitude towards COVID and the quarantine associated with COVID.  
We would like to hear a clearer voice of the Witnesses in our society on these 
issues, an isolationist policy no longer works today. Because we live in the 
same house, we are all citizens of the same country, one cannot be neutral 
in matters of daily life, and these issues are already part of our daily lives.  
It is not quite clear to me why the Witnesses are not part of any interfaith or 
international inter-religious association. These are excellent platforms that 
can be used to assert their values, to convince them that Witnesses have 
just as much a right to exist in the religious life of other countries, to be 
treated not as “harmful” or “destructive sectarians”, but as full members 
of Ukrainian or any other society. I am in favour of the Witnesses being 
more actively involved in dialogue between religions both in the world and 
in Ukraine.

In conclusion, I would like to summarise certain points regarding the 
presence of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the religious field of contemporary 
Ukraine. Jehovah’s Witnesses have transformed from a “closed sect”, 
which was essentially an alternative reality to the Soviet reality, into a 
denomination open to Ukrainian society. From a catacomb community of 
people traumatized by Soviet policies of persecution and repression, the 
Witnesses are becoming a regular religious institution, gradually fitting into 
the fabric of religious life in Ukraine. From a community of people who do 
not trust the world and therefore renounce it, the Witnesses become a 
community capable of changing it. They are transformed from “outcasts” 
of society into members of society, active participants, and established as 
a prototype of an ideal society of the Kingdom of God on earth, where love, 
mutual assistance, support and solidarity reign.
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ОLEKSII LUKIANOV  —
Advocate (Ukraine)

“OLD CHALLENGES IN A NEW 
REALITY: HATE SPEECH AND  
HATE CRIMES IN THE CONTEXT  
OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM”

The anniversary of Operation North highlights that the phenomenon 
of religiously motivated violence and hate speech has a long history. 
However, today the topic of hate speech and hate crimes is of interest 
not just to lawyers and religious scholars; moreover, this topic shapes 
the political course of successful countries such as the USA, Great 
Britain, and France.

Why is this topic still relevant today? The answer can be found 
in the OSCE guide entitled Prosecuting Hate Crimes: A Practical 
Guide: “They [hate crimes] occur in every country and are often of a 
particularly violent nature and, as such, pose a serious threat to both 
victims and societies.” Thousands of hate crimes are registered in 
the UK every year. The situation is similar in the USA: every second 
crime in the USA is motivated by hostility to religion or religious beliefs.  
In Ukraine, such crimes are numbered in the hundreds. Of course, it is 
on a completely different scale than the deportation to Siberia in 1951. 
These days hate crimes are not systematic, and the elements of these 
crimes are different and democratic governments do not intimidate or 
persecute religious minorities. Ukraine can also be counted among such 
democratic countries: it does not persecute religious groups, rather it 
preserves and values their unique religious diversity. However, it must 
be acknowledged that there are new actors on the scene: individuals 
and organized groups. The virus of hate crimes has not disappeared and 
continues to circulate in society.

Hate crimes pose a serious threat to both victims and society as a 
whole. At this point it is appropriate to recall the words of the former US 
Attorney General, Janet Reno, who, in her monograph A Policymaker’s 
Guide to Hate Crimes, comes to an interesting conclusion: “Hate crimes 
have shaped and sometimes defined the history of nations.”
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Many examples may be cited, in particular the murder of Stephen 
Lawrence1 in the UK. This seemingly ordinary murder of a young man at a 
bus stop put pressure on British society for 20 years. To finally solve this 
problem, the government was forced not only to reform the structure of 
crime units that investigated hate crimes, but also to take an unprecedented 
step — to change the law, which had remained in force for 800 years.  
In this context, the history of Ukraine, its recent experience, is truly unique. 
The following are some observations and conclusions about Ukraine’s 
unparalleled developments. The Jehovah’s Witness experience and their 
legal struggle help the society, while unpunished hate crimes and hate 
speech harm the society. 

The graph provides an overview of hate crimes against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses from 2010 to 2019. The crimes were at a peak in 2014, after 
which there was a decline in the number of hate crimes. Given the recent 
history of Ukraine, it becomes clear that 2014 became a catalyst for many 
processes. Due to the fact that events were stacked one on top of the 
other, many problems in the field of hate crimes were exacerbated in that 
year.

1  In April 1993, 18-year-old Black student Stephen Lawrence was murdered by a group of white teenagers at 
a bus stop in London. Despite the presence of witnesses and suspects, the police failed to bring charges for 
a long time, which caused widespread public outcry. In 1999, the investigation was declared “institutionally 
racist,” which became a catalyst for major reforms in the British police and legislation on hate crimes.

_____________

The Jehovah’s Witness experience  
and their legal struggle  

help the society,  
while unpunished  

hate crimes and hate speech  
harm the society. 
_____________

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

HATE CRIMES
against Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine

acts of physical violence acts of vandalism

2009—2019



45

1951  2021Here are two examples. The first one comes from Komyshivka (Odesa 
region). On April 5, 2012, the local religious community of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses gathered to commemorate its largest worship service, the 
Memorial of Jesus’ Death. The ceremony was attended by both the 
elderly and families with children. At the same time, a local priest of the 
Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate gathered a crowd of 20 
people (mostly men). They burst into the building and forced out all those 
present, accompanied by obscenities and harassment. They threw out the 
religious literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses and compelled all the believers 
to leave the area. All of them spent the night elsewhere. The police did not 
respond when called and later refused to initiate a criminal case, claiming 
that no religious ceremony had been disrupted. During a two-year period, 
up to April 3, 2014, this priest, together with his accomplices, committed 
12 offenses against Jehovah’s Witnesses, and things spiraled from bad to 
worse. This included threats, physical assault, burning a vehicle, throwing 
an incendiary device into a house where five people were sleeping, and 
an attempted hit and run. In all these cases, the police failed to act.  
No one was held liable for these crimes. Therefore, the following pattern was 
observed: unpunished hate crimes were on the rise, seeking new victims. 
However, that is not the end of the story. In May 2014, the Security Service 
of Ukraine initiated a criminal case against this priest. He was accused 
of infringing on Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Subsequently, the priest was 
convicted under this article.

A second example occurred in the Donetsk region. Within a two-
week period in 2009 in Yenakiieve and Vuhlehirsk, two houses of worship, 
Kingdom Halls of Jehovah’s Witnesses, were covered with fascist 
swastikas and offensive religious graffiti. The police failed to act. What 
happened next?

Oleks i i  Luk ianov
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In 2012—2013, seven houses of worship were set on fire in five cities 
in the Donetsk region. The police still did not respond, attributing these 
incidents to spontaneous combustion or other causes. 

Then, in one night, two Kingdom Halls were burned to the ground in 
the cities of Yenakiieve and Debaltseve. Only then did the police react and 
very quickly identified the perpetrators, who did not hide their names. They 
were members of a Neo-fascist group who were already under surveillance. 
They had taken trips to Russia 
where they had participated in 
special meetings. The homes 
of these people were searched 
and weapons were found. 
However, the investigation of 
the case moved slowly, and 
no one was convicted. Is this 
the end of the story? No. Then 
members of this group began 
to resist the State of Ukraine 
and headed armed groups 
during the events of 2014. 
Two of the active members 
of this group even led special 
intelligence units in military 
groups and controlled heavy 
military equipment. During the 
military activity near the city of 
Debaltseve, both of them were 
killed.

Vuhlehirsk Horlivka

Donetsk Zuhres

Yenakiieve

Yenakiieve
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What is to be said about hate speech? The slide shows that until 2014, 
there were four associations in the information field with different names 
operating in Ukraine. They were affiliated with the FECRIS organization, 
which is based in France. At least three of them broadcast the anti-cult and 
anti-sectarian ideas of Alexander Dvorkin. In almost all of the organizations, 
the founders and leaders were citizens of neighboring countries. For 
example, Yevgeniy Volkov was the founder of the NGO, Family and Individual 
Protection Society. As a scientist, he acted as an expert on the side of the 
Russia government during the case against Jehovah’s Witnesses in Moscow. 
These organizations repeatedly promoted the ideas of Alexander Dvorkin, 
which were thoroughly assessed in the 2020 report of the Commission on 
International Religious Freedom. The aforementioned associations accused 
Jehovah’s Witnesses of destroying families, totally controlling individuals, 
refusing medical treatment, and threatening national security. Interestingly, 
these views formed the basis for the ban of Jehovah’s Witnesses by the 
so-called “DPR Supreme Court” in 2017. It should be noted that after 2014, 
the aforementioned organizations ceased to exist, and their founders and 
leaders moved to Russia. For example, Pavlo Butsai, co-founder of the 
Youth NGO, Dnipropetrovsk Help Center for Victims of Destructive Cults 
‘Dialogue’, is now the Human Rights Commissioner of Sevastopol.

2010—2014 HATE SPEECH
against Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine
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Later, new promoters of Alexander Dvorkin’s ideas appeared. Among 
them, Irina Kremenovskaya may be singled out with her private institute 
for economic and legal research. The purpose of this project is alarming.  
As stated on the organization’s website, it helps victims of destructive 
sects and totalitarian organizations. This is the same rhetoric of Alexander 
Dvorkin. Which methods do they use in this regard? “Expert work (providing 
expert opinions for law enforcement authorities), developing relevant 
methodological, scientific and practical recommendations.” Such pseudo-
expert conclusions by pseudo-scientists played a key role in the banning of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia in 2017.

What conclusions can be drawn regarding the topic of hate speech and 
hate crimes?

• Hate speech and hate crimes in Ukraine are mostly of external origin. 
Here a parallel can be drawn with the events of 1951. At that time, the 
Soviet authorities were the instigators and perpetrators of those large-scale 
crimes.

• Hate crimes against Jehovah’s Witnesses are often a sign of detrimental 
trends in a society. The rapid response by law enforcement authorities and 
other government organizations is an investment, not only in the safety of 
victims, but also in the security of the State and well-being of entire regions. 
It is with good reason that the FBI investigates hate crimes in the USA. 
The UK has a separate prosecutor who provides leadership and reports 
quarterly to the public on results achieved. Ukraine is also keeping pace 
with them with the cooperation of the OSCE (ODIHR). An understanding 

“In 2018 the Center for Economic and Legal Research (with the 
support of the information portal – Anti-Sect) was launched with 
the implementation of its first project in Ukraine, ‘Free Mind.’ 
Its goal is to provide comprehensive support and assistance 
for individuals who have fallen under the influence of totalitarian 
organizations or destructive cults (sects). It also assists families 
of such individuals in their efforts to help such ones return 
to a ‘normal’ life.”

"The project is implemented in the following main areas: 
expert work (providing expert opinions upon request 
from law enforcement authorities), development of relevant 
methodological and scientific and research-based 
recommendations.”

2015—2019 HATE SPEECH
against Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine

I. V. KREMENOVSKA

el-research.center vilneslovo.com “Solo Scriptura”
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police officers, issuing manuals and guidelines and forming crime units 
to investigate hate crimes. In 2020, four judgments were issued by the 
European Court of Human Rights on complaints by Jehovah’s Witnesses: 
Migoryanu and Religious Community Jehovah’s Witnesses Of The City Of 
Izmail v. Ukraine, Kornilova v. Ukraine, Zagubnya and Tabachkova v. Ukraine 
and Tretiak v. Ukraine. They provide comprehensive answers and practical 
guidance on how to apply national legislation to properly prosecute hate 
crimes. We are convinced that the implementation of these four judgments 
will allow us to improve the way in which crimes are qualified and the 
system of sentencing, so that it is appropriate to the serious nature of these 
crimes. Perhaps in the future we will see a reform of State policy and the 
publication of a strategy for State response to hate crimes.

• Expert institutions and groups of experts are an important element 
in combating hate crimes and hate speech. Professional and independent 
experts in a sense provide deep-seated immunity against the virus of hate 
crimes and hate speech. They are an integral part of the religious security 
of society as a whole. In the two cases mentioned above, experts played a 
key role. In the village of Komyshivka, when the police did not recognize the 
religious nature of the worship services by Jehovah’s Witnesses, it was the 
experts from the Skovoroda Institute of Philosophy who provided an expert 
opinion. Hence, a criminal case was started. In the cases of arson that 
began in 2009, in which the police denied that Kingdom Halls of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were houses of worship and that the graffiti was offensive, it was 
the experts who provided the opinions. These testimonies also marked the 
initiation of a criminal case. Therefore, experts definitely play an important 
role in the process of protecting victims and society in general.

• Hate speech is becoming a new trend. This phenomenon is taking 
on new proportions and manifesting in new ways. It is complex because 
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it straddles two rights: the right to freedom of expression and the right to 
freedom of religion. The scale and sophistication of these new methods is 
alarming. Therefore, this challenge will also require an appropriate response 
in the future. Ukraine has a unique historical background and the necessary 
tools to continue to guarantee freedom of religion and religious diversity.
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“STATE POLICY ON RELIGION  
AND THE CURRENT STATE  
OF AFFAIRS OF THE RELIGIOUS 
ORGANISATION OF JEHOVAH’S 
WITNESSES IN UKRAINE”

After gaining independence our country set a course to build a 
democratic state governed by the rule of law, and this applies to absolutely 
all spheres of public life, including relations between the state and religious 
organisations in Ukraine. As for the model of relations between the state 
and religious organisations, the internationally recognised principles of 
freedom of religion and freedom of worship have been incorporated in the 
national legal framework of Ukraine, which regulates relations between 
state institutions and religious organisations. 

All existing models of these relations can be divided into three 
categories: hostile, neutral and parity or partnership (if we were to classify 
them according to the parties involved). If we talk about the period since 
Ukrainian independence, that is, the modern period, in Ukrainian expert 
reports and foreign reports, as well as in speeches of state leaders we can 
see confirmation that Ukraine is building a partnership or parity relations 
with religious organisations. Of course, there are many issues in this sphere.

First, it should be noted that even before the independence of 
Ukraine, at the start of the democratic changes that took place in our 
country, namely after sovereignty was declared in 1990 and before the 
independence of Ukraine, the Law of Ukraine on Freedom of Conscience 
and Religious Organisations was adopted, which is still in force today and 
is the fundamental, basic law. It implements international guarantees of 
freedom of conscience, freedom of religion and freedom of worship. This 
April marks the thirtieth anniversary of its adoption. 

Since independence, this law has been amended and supplemented 
nineteen times, but it remains in force. As for the government’s part, the 
state institutions dealing with relations between the state and religion are 
diverse. Therefore, religious organisations work with various state structures.  
In particular, from the legislative branch of government it would be the 
Ukrainian Parliament: its deputies, their associations and the Verkhovnaya 
Rada [Supreme Council], which has specialised committees that implement 
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state policy in the sphere of religion. From a legislative standpoint, they 
conduct the expert studies and carry out various procedures in accordance 
with the Regulations of the Verkhovnaya Rada in order for a law to be 
considered in parliamentary session. The President of Ukraine is also 
a guarantor of these freedoms. Of course, there is also the executive 
branch, that is, the Cabinet of Ministers and the Secretariat of the Cabinet 
of Ministers, which has a division pertaining to this, as well as regional 
state administrations at the local level; as for regional politics, it would 
be the ministries and agencies that operate in Ukraine, because religious 
organisations conduct their activities in different spheres of public life.  
It would also include the government executive agency that implements 
state policy in the sphere of religion. If we look at the entire period of 
Ukraine’s independence, from 1992 to the present, this state agency has 
changed names seven times and undergone organisational changes. 

At the time of the adoption of the Law of Ukraine on Freedom of 
Conscience and Religious Organisations (March-April 1991), when the draft 
law was still under discussion, there was a lively debate in Parliament as to 
whether a state agency for religious affairs should exist within the executive 
branch of the Ukrainian government. One group argued that it was a vestige 
of Soviet power and should not be retained, while another group argued that 
such a state agency existed in other democracies, particularly in European 
countries, but it did not have supervisory functions. Finally, a decision was 
made to set up this state agency within the Ukrainian executive branch of 
government and it still exists to this day, although its structure or status 
has changed over time. Of course, this agency does not have the function 
of monitoring internal activities of religious organisations or of granting 
permission for these activities. This agency, according to the Law, directly 
shapes and implements state policy in the sphere of religion.

As for religious organisations in Ukraine and the religious situation in 
general, it is well known that Ukraine is a multi-religious, multi-denominational 
state, where today there are more than a hundred religious movements. 
But this plurality of religions did not emerge with Ukraine’s independence. 
It was formed over centuries in the territory of what is now Ukraine.  
Of course, it existed under the Soviet Union also; archival documents testify 
to this. One such document is from 1966, in which the Commissioner of 
the Apparatus for Religious Affairs appeals to his superior in Moscow for 
an increase in staff. He states that the staff were unable to cope with the 
functions entrusted to them at the time, and he proceeds to justify the 
need for more staff. One of his arguments is that Ukraine had the greatest 
concentration of religious organisations in the entire Soviet Union. 

In the mid-1960s, for example, almost 63  percent of all religious 
organisations of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Soviet Union were active in the 
Ukrainian SSR. In 1990 there were 283 religious organisations of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, of course, labelled as unregistered. And the number of members 
of “Jehovist” religious organisations (original expression preserved), 
as seen in this document, is 22,550. Today there are approximately 
130,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine. We can say that the number 
of representatives of this religious organisation in Ukraine has increased 
6-fold. 

We know that the first religious community of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
received official charter registration on 28 February 1991. A consolidated 

____________

the first 
religious 
community of 
Jehovah’s 
Witnesses 
received 
official 
charter 
registration 
on 28 February 
1991
____________



53
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first year of Ukraine’s independence, there were already 409 religious 
organisations of Jehovah’s Witnesses, of which 67 had the status of a legal 
entity, that is, they had registered their charters, and 30 Sunday schools of 
this religious organisation were in operation. 

As for current statistics on the religious network in Ukraine, I used 
data from the beginning of 2020, that is for 2019, because the data for 
2020 has not yet been made public by our colleagues in the State Service 
for Ethnopolitics and Freedom of Conscience. We hope to receive this 
information in the near future and be able to see the dynamics over the past 
year. I emphasise that I am using statistics prepared by the staff of the State 
Department of Religious and Ethnic Affairs under the former Ministry of 
Culture of Ukraine. So, at the beginning of 2020 there were almost 37,000 
religious organisations in Ukraine.

Maps covering the religious network in Ukraine at the start of the 
21st  century show that Jehovah’s Witnesses were present among late 
Protestant movements in our country. As for the growth of religious 
organisations during the entire period of Ukraine’s independence, it is 
noteworthy that during almost 30  years of independence the religious 
network of our state has increased three-fold. Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
this network (where Christian movements dominate) constitute more than 
7  percent of Protestants, and of the entire religious network  – almost 
2 percent.

Since data for the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and parts of 
Luhansk and Donetsk Regions have not been reported in state statistics 
since 2015, there were 897  communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses active 
in Ukraine at the beginning of 2020, of which 620 did not register their 
charters, meaning they do not have legal entity status, and 272 have 
such status. That is, one can see that religious organisations of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses make use of the right provided by the Law of Ukraine on 
Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organisations to operate religious 
organisations without registering their charters. We can say that almost 
70 percent of communities of Jehovah’s Witnesses make use of this right. 
As of 2014, when the temporary occupation of Crimea had not yet occurred, 
the religious network of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Crimea comprised almost 
4 percent of the total network of the peninsula.

As for providing religious organisations of Jehovah’s Witnesses with 
places of worship, at the beginning of 2020 religious organisations of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses operated 668  locations. This represents just over 
2  percent of all buildings or premises used by religious organisations in 
Ukraine. Of these, just over half (50.5 percent) are typical religious buildings, 
or Kingdom Halls, and 49.5 percent are premises adapted by Jehovah’s 
Witnesses for religious purposes, that is, rented premises. Of these typical 
religious buildings, 3 percent were returned by the state and 97 percent 
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were newly built. Thus, almost 75 percent of organisations of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in Ukraine have now been provided with premises for religious 
needs. 

For example, online you can see what 
Kingdom Halls in Ukraine look like and what 
the first building in the world to be called 
a Kingdom Hall was like. It was built in 
1935 in Hawaii, USA, and was renovated 
last year, 2020, to house meetings of the 
local Honolulu community before it went on 
lockdown. Also noteworthy is the building 
in the town of Tetiiv. From 2014 to 2018, 
the religious congregation of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in that town could not use 
the premises because of legal disputes.  

In October 2018, the Supreme Court of Ukraine restored the right of the 
religious community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tetiiv to use the building. 
For six years the local state architect-building council refused to grant an 
occupancy permit. 

The organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine is quite active in 
appealing to the courts if, in their view, there is any violation of their rights. 
If their petition is not granted in Ukraine, they turn to the courts of higher 
instance for human rights. Thus, there is a well-known decision issued by 
the European Court of Human Rights in September 2019. The European 
Court of Human Rights ordered Ukraine to pay 7,000 euros (1,000 for moral 
damages and 6,000 for legal costs) due to the refusal to allocate land to 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in the city of Kryvyi Rih. 

The next points in the presentation relate to distribution of religious 
literature and the right to alternative non-military service. As mentioned in 
other presentations today, copies of the Bible (The New World Translation), 
the Watchtower magazine and other literature are actively translated and 
distributed by Jehovah’s Witnesses. The only thing I want to emphasize 
here is that in addition to the fact that the law grants religious organisations 
the right to produce, export, import and distribute religious literature, the 
tax code also exempts religious organisations from tax on the import of 
liturgical literature into Ukraine. Around 2018 or 2019, when the religious 
organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses once again applied to the Ministry of 
Culture of Ukraine for a customs certificate regarding the import of certain 
literature, doubts arose about the liturgical literature designation for a 
number of books. The Department of the Ministry of Culture brought the 
issue before the Expert Council on Freedom of Conscience of Religious 
Organisations, which was operating under the Ministry of Culture at the 
time, and the discussion ended in favour of Jehovah’s Witnesses – they 
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literature free of charge. 

Concerning the right of representatives of religious 
organisations to alternative non-military service, Ukraine 
has provided in its legislation for the right of members 
of religious organisations who cannot use weapons due 
to their religious beliefs to perform alternative service 
instead of compulsory military service.

I also want to note that because of the COVID pandemic, the 
leadership of the religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Ukraine listened to government recommendations for temporary 
measures to curb the spread of the disease. In particular, Kingdom 
of Witnesses halls across Ukraine were closed and worship services 
were moved online. The Organisation’s official website has pictures of signs 
posted outside Kingdom Halls announcing that, because of the coronavirus 
pandemic, meetings are being held online, and listing the coordinators’ 
phone number for further instructions on how to attend the meetings online. 
A QR code has also been added so that those who wish can connect to 
the meetings.

Despite the high level of competition between religious organisations, 
according to sociological surveys we can say that Ukrainian society remains 
tolerant in matters of religion, as more than 70 percent of respondents said 
that “any religion that proclaims the ideals of goodness, love and mercy and 
does not threaten the existence of another person has the right to exist”. 
But there remains a certain percentage of people in our country who are 
more categorical, as can be seen from the results of a sociological survey 
by the Razumkov Center. For example, approximately 16 percent chose the 
answer “only the religion that I practice is true” or “only traditional religions 
of our country have the right to exist”. In Ukrainian society we sometimes 
see examples of intolerant attitudes on the part of some representatives 
of religious organisations. Therefore, there have been cases before the 
European Court, such as the Case of Kornilova v.  Ukraine in 2020 and 
others, the essence of which is religious bias against representatives of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Lastly, an analysis of the problematic issues of relations between religion 
and state that emerged after the events of late 2013 and early 2014 related 
to the destabilisation of peace and the sovereignty of Ukraine shows that 
there are systemic violations of fundamental human rights and freedoms 
on the grounds of religious bias in the temporarily occupied territories of 
Ukraine. Here we can state that approximately 47,000 square kilometers of 
Ukraine have been temporarily occupied, which is almost 13 percent of the 
entire territory of Ukraine, and is temporarily out of control. From data from 
various monitoring missions, we see that the victims are representatives 
of various religious organisations, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, who 
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have suffered the most in these territories so far. I would also like to note 
that back in 2017, the Ministry of Culture of Ukraine made a statement in 
support of Jehovah’s Witnesses and condemned the actions of the Russian 
Federation in relation to the ban on the activity of the religious organisation 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia.
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ORGANISATION OF JEHOVAH’S 
WITNESSES”

Ukrainian legislation and the technical capabilities of the media allow for 
the creation of a wide range of religious media  – newspapers, magazines, 
websites, Internet platforms, etc. Most religious organisations, parishes and 
even individual churches are represented on the Internet, which makes it 
possible not only to inform the audience about events or to address individuals 
through interactive communication, but also to hold online services and 
communions, which is especially relevant during the pandemic.

The amount of religious media allows editors, journalists, commentators and 
anyone else to cover many topics and issues. We highlight the most important 
ones that may be of interest to the audience in relation to religion: religion and 
government/state; religion and politics; religion and social problems; religion 
and science; religion and education; religion and art; religion and war; inter-
confessional relations; religion and family, family life and marriage; religion and 
children; religion and sports; pilgrimage and religious tourism; sensationalism, 
scandals that concern religious organisations or members of the clergy.

Nevertheless, today journalists limit themselves to a narrow range of issues, 
and this is true in regard to almost all churches and religious organisations. 
There are many reasons for this, chiefly the prevailing secularisation of 
Ukrainian society, the lack of understanding of the problems of believers and 
prejudice against them, a meticulous attention to politics and the entertainment 
industry, as well as the reluctance of certain religious organisations to 
present themselves in the media and an inability to competently conduct a 
communication campaign (this can be explained by the lack of specialists in 
public relations).

In the context of this presentation, we are highlighting the activity of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Ukrainian media. For a long time, this organisation 
did not receive extensive media coverage, although its members are constantly 
trying to communicate with the public by offering media print products  – 
newspapers and magazines, as well as publishing the basic tenets of their 
faith on websites and actively meeting with people.
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Only recently have some journalists drawn attention to the history and 
contemporary developments of this religious organisation. For example, 
journalists from the Religious Information Service of Ukraine published several 
articles about Jehovah’s Witnesses in the last months of 2021. I would like 
to point out an interesting and multifaceted article by Yaroslav Muzychenko 
“Deported ... ‘for the faith in God’”, a news report “Court allows Jehovah’s 
Witness to refuse military service on religious grounds”, and a number of 
publications on the persecution of members of this religious organisation 
in Russia: “Three Jehovah’s Witnesses Detained After Searches in Russia”, 
“Four More Jehovah’s Witnesses Receive Long Sentences in Russia”, 
“Russian Court Hands Down First-ever Acquittal of Jehovah’s Witness on 
Extremism Charges”, etc.

It should be noted that events in Russia are also monitored by the 
popular and influential internet platform Religion News Service. 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.

It is clear from the headlines that the activities of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and the events and situations their members are forced into have attracted 
the interest of journalists from a human rights perspective. The joint efforts 
of the media and Jehovah’s Witnesses have resulted in the public’s attention 
being drawn to the problems of believers.

That is, Jehovah’s Witnesses should cover these aspects as much 
as possible in the media, thereby emphasising their rights, talking about 
community activities, faith, history, their current situation, etc.

Any religious organisation will become interesting to the public when 
it expresses its position on current issues. If the issues covered do not 
appeal to a large audience, media consumers will skip them, because the 
average person tends to take into account only issues that concern them 
personally or their immediate environment, where they live, their country, 
their continent, etc. Thus, religious media should cover those issues that 
could potentially affect many in their audience.

A superficial analysis of the periodicals of the religious organisation of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses leads to the conclusion that their media covers global 
issues, but hardly touches on issues that concern individuals, their life, the 
current situation of the country, etc.

What can Jehovah’s Witnesses say about their activity? To begin with, 
they are known for their charity work, in particular helping people with 
disabilities such as the deaf, caring for children and the elderly, etc. In other 
words, there is a lot to talk about, but unfortunately they don’t talk about it.

So what topics could be covered in the media belonging to the 
religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses? The topics of “religion and 
government”, “religion and state”, and “religion and politics” are not topics 
that concern Jehovah’s Witnesses. But the same cannot be said for the topic 
of religion and social problems, since Jehovah’s Witnesses are working on 
social problems but do not talk about it, at least not in the mass media. 
Another relevant topic might be that of “religion and science”. This topic 
is hardly ever covered, or is covered very lightly and uncertainly. However, 
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scientists who have accepted the teachings of Jehovah’s Witnesses. So far 
there is no such information. Another topic could be “religion and education”, 
where there is also a big gap, since Ukrainian society is unaware of the level 
of education most Jehovah’s Witnesses have, whether they have their own 
schools, high schools, universities, and how they teach there. The topic of 
“religion and the arts” is an extensive one, but all we can find is information from 
the magazines distributed by Jehovah’s Witnesses. There is no information 
about it in the mass media. How do Jehovah’s Witnesses interpret mass art, 
how do they view cinema, popular culture, the entertainment industry, the 
exploitation of the female body in advertising, in art?

Many such issues are covered in magazines of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
such as in the Awake! magazine, but this information does not reach the 
general public: about religion, marriage and family. A search for materials 
covering Jehovah’s Witnesses marital and family life led to one article about 
weddings of Jehovah’s Witnesses. But how do they treat each other, do 
they support each other and so on? The subject of religion and children. 
There is a lot of information on these topics in the Awake! magazine, but the 
public is unaware of it. Even the Religious Information Service of Ukraine or 
independent information portals do not yet have any information on these 
aspects of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

In this paper we have already mentioned influential religious media, in 
particular Religion News Service. The staff of this Internet platform addresses 
various aspects of Jehovah’s Witness life, namely politics, social problems, 
the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic, sports, schooling, etc. Here 
are some headlines: “Spirituality finds a place in the new ‘school house’”, 
“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’”.

Finally, sensationalism, scandals related to religious organisations. 
Mass media is based on and mainly interested in scandals. It is good 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are almost never in such news. Nevertheless, there are 
sometimes “revelations” from a person who was a member of this religious 
organisation, which they call a “sect”, and it would be nice if there was some 
response to these revelations, some reaction from the press center of the 
religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses or from specific individuals. 
Without this, there is one-sided communication and informational attacks 
on the religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses, but no feedback, 
explanations or a calm analysis of the situation in the mass media.

On the one hand, the negative image of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the 
Ukrainian media is shaped under the influence of an organisation that 
“specialises in sects”  – the Union of Orthodox Journalists. On the other 
hand, so-called missionary work and what we call anti-sectarian hysteria 
becomes intense at times. In essence, it is denominational journalism taken 
to the point of absurdity: people working for religious periodicals or religious 
mass media start an unprovoked attack on some religious organisation. 

In the Russian Federation, it is the government and the Russian Orthodox 
Church. In Ukraine, apart from the aforementioned “anti-sectarian law”, the 
state does not prosecute any religious organisation. At least for the time 
being.

A l l a  Bo iko

____________

I have not 
come across a 

single reasoned 
accusation 

that was worth 
challenging. 
It seems to 
me that if 
Jehovah’s 

Witnesses told 
more about 

themselves, 
perhaps there 
would not be 

such baseless 
accusations 

____________



Opera t ion  Nor th

60

Therefore, we can conclude that formation of a positive image of the 
religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the media, and therefore in 
society, can be facilitated by communication – a professional presentation 
of their activity in the information field of Ukraine as well as that of the world. 

Question: Have you noticed what are the primary accusations against 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in negative media coverage? It seems that if the 
Witnesses were aware of specific allegations against them, they would be 
able to do something about it.

Alla Boiko: The main accusation in such publications is that the 
Witnesses are different; that they are different, they interpret Christianity 
differently, and in general that they are a “cult” and “drag” others in. It is 
strange to hear such accusations, since every religious organisation is called 
upon to invite people to join them. Secondly, each religious organisation 
has the right to interpret faith in its own way. I have not come across a 
single reasoned accusation that was worth challenging. It seems to me that 
if Jehovah’s Witnesses told more about themselves, perhaps there would 
not be such baseless accusations.

Question: Who shapes or influences the negative image of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the media, if they do not provoke it themselves?

Alla Boiko: There are a couple of points here. We all know an 
organisation that specialises in sects. We are talking about the Union of 
Orthodox Journalists. On the other hand, so-called missionary work and 
what we call anti-sectarian hysteria becomes intense at times. In essence, it 
is denominational journalism taken to the point of absurdity. People working 
for religious periodicals or religious mass media start an unprovoked attack 
on some religious organisation. The reason for the negative image of 
Witnesses in the media is also the illiteracy of some journalists or people who 
call themselves journalists. Someone told them, for example, that Jehovah’s 
Witnesses are doing something, and without getting the facts they start 
writing that it is a sect, not in a scientific or in a religious studies sense, 
but with a negative connotation. And when you get to the bottom of it, the 
source of this journalist’s information was “a priest from the neighbourhood 
church”. However, it is not permissible to stigmatise a religious organisation 
without grounds in the media or to speak negatively about it. Journalists must 
take responsibility for their words and actions. Our journalists’ ignorance 
of inter-religious relations and religious life in Ukraine as a whole can lead 
to negative actions. In fact, the anti-cult hysteria surrounding Jehovah’s 
Witnesses that is now observed in the Russian Federation was started by 
journalists. It is already at the state level, but journalists are still influencing 
public perception and shaping a negative image in the media and in society. 
And when the public has been primed, dishonest, unscrupulous regimes 
can take advantage of this and start repressing a religious organisation. 
Again, in this instance educational and awareness-raising activities should 
be carried out.
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Operation North certainly affected the inhabitants of many different 
republics, primarily those territories that had shortly before become part of 
the USSR, in 1939, and were considered new to the former Soviet Union. 
In the end, it affected the whole country in terms of its results and its long-
lasting consequences.

I wanted to talk briefly about how this situation can be understood in 
terms of the goals Stalin set in 1951 but failed to achieve, and how they 
relate to the situation in contemporary Russia, where in 2017 the Supreme 
Court banned all legal entities of Jehovah’s Witnesses and where believers 
of this confession are also subject to repression, maybe not as severe as 
under Stalin, but still quite serious. I would call my presentation “Stalin’s 
Tactics Are Alive and Well in Contemporary Russia, But They Are Not 
Succeeding”. And in this sense, of course, the leadership of contemporary 
Russia has largely failed to learn the lessons of Operation North.

I would first like to emphasise the choice believers faced in 1951. They 
could have renounced their beliefs and remained, retaining their property at 
their place of residence, without suffering any serious loss. Alternately, by 
choosing the religious beliefs of Jehovah’s Witnesses, they had 2 hours to 
pack, and after effectively losing all their possessions, all their opportunities 
at their former place of residence, they would have been exiled for good, 
sent into the unknown, under very difficult working and living conditions.  
To this day, the exact number of those who renounced their beliefs is 
unknown. It is documented that five persons did so. When one compares 
this to the total number of deportees – over 8,500 – it is surprisingly small. 
Where did such, in my view, one might even say incredible adherence 
to religious beliefs on the part of Jehovah’s Witnesses come from? Not 
because they were religious fanatics. Most of them had consciously chosen 
their religious views. They had checked them against the Bible, with life, and 
compared their behaviour with biblical teachings. And when they did not 
find specific direction in the Bible on how to behave, they relied on a Bible-
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trained conscience. This is a rather unusual practice for most religions, 
where the belief system is not imposed from above, but must be verified, 
carefully investigated by the believer himself. It proved to be remarkably 
durable, and was able to withstand the most severe tests, including the 
threat of permanent exile. And later, when Jehovah’s Witnesses found 
themselves in exile in Siberia, the vast majority retained their religious 
convictions. They were able to pass them on to their children, the younger 
generations. And they were able to preach actively, even though it was 
strictly forbidden and punished in every conceivable way. Their preaching 
activities ensured that their religion began to grow numerically, gaining new 
followers both in Siberia and other regions.

I have studied a variety of works on Jehovah’s Witnesses in Soviet 
times. One such book is by E. Bartoshevich and Ye. Borisoglebsky, “In the 
Name of Jehovah God”. It was published by Gospolitizdat in 1960, five 
years before Jehovah’s Witnesses were released from exile and allowed 
to disperse throughout the former Soviet Union. Even then, while most of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses remained in exile in Siberia, these researchers noted 
that Jehovah’s Witnesses communities were emerging in new regions – in 
those regions of the Soviet Union where they had never been before, such 
as the Komi Republic, the Kaliningrad Region, and so on. How could this 
happen? It is worth mentioning that E. Bartoshevich was a colonel of state 
security and Ye. Borisoglebsky was a major-general of state security, i.e. 
knowledgeable people. Bartoshevich was Deputy Head of the Department 
of the Ministry of State Security in the late 1940s and early 1950s and 
was involved with all religions: Orthodox, Catholics, Jews, Buddhists and 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. He was therefore well aware of the real picture, 
including of religious life.

Why were Jehovah’s Witnesses able, despite bans, restrictions and 
exile, to increase in numbers in the Soviet Union? The answer can be found 
in the records of the Council for Religious Affairs, another office close to the 
state security services. Year after year, they noted that Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were the denomination, the religion that ranked first in preaching activity. 
And that, I think, is true. It made no sense for officials of the Council for 
Religious Affairs to embellish the real picture and give undue credit to a 
religion that didn’t deserve it (I mean, in terms of preaching activity).

In fact, after Jehovah’s Witnesses were able to leave the places of exile 
in 1965 – and many did so and dispersed throughout the Soviet Union – 
congregations sprang up in many new regions. The numbers of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses continued to grow, faster in Ukraine than in other regions of the 
Soviet Union, as the staff of the Council on Religious Affairs also noted.  
I omit here the activity of state security, which sought to divide Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, to confuse them, and to defame them in every possible way.  
I will focus first of all on the myths that have been used against Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and are to some extent being used now to justify the new 
repression that has come on them in contemporary Russia.

During both the Stalin and the Khrushchev era, anti-religious work and 
a determined battle was vigorously waged against Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
First of all, it was claimed that although Jehovah’s Witnesses wanted to 
present themselves as an apolitical organisation, totally outside politics, in 
reality they were supporters of world imperialism, its zealous, hypocritical 
defenders. As for socialism, they were staunch, frenzied opponents of 
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damage as possible to socialism. Naturally, this myth was a distortion of 
the real Christian neutrality of Jehovah’s Witnesses, but it was perceived by 
some Soviet citizens, perhaps quite a few, as a reality.

The second myth was that Jehovah’s Witnesses, under the guise of 
religious preaching, were actually engaged in ideological subversion. That 
is, they refused to serve in the army, their children did not join the Pioneers 
and Komsomol, they themselves did not want to be members of trade 
unions, not because it was written on union cards that trade unions are the 
school of communism. And they did not take part in electoral procedures, in 
voting and so on, not because the Bible, the principle of Christian neutrality 
prescribed it, but because they were staunch opponents of socialism, who 
wanted to do as much damage as possible to it, yet appear hypocritical 
as defenders of some Christian, biblical values. This view also does not 
withstand criticism. It is utterly hypocritical, false and far-fetched, in this 
case, it was used to justify the harsh, inhumane repression of Stalin’s and, 
to a lesser extent, Khrushchev’s regimes.

The third myth was that ordinary Jehovah’s Witnesses were a passive 
tool in the hands of Brooklyn or some other ideologists. That is, that the real 
goals of the organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses were known only to the 
leaders, who are servants of the Central Intelligence Agency of American 
leadership, American imperialism. And as for ordinary believers, they are 
confused, gullible people, who believed all kinds of fables, were frightened 
by the prospect of Armageddon, death in this terrible unknown Armageddon, 
and so they danced to the tune of some foreign puppet masters. This myth 
also had no real basis in reality, for none of Jehovah’s Witnesses could 
ever have remained faithful to his beliefs if he had not had his Bible-trained 
conscience, if he had not been sincerely committed to his religious ideals. 
He could have renounced them three times, as the Apostle Peter did in his 
day: before the cock crowed, he had already renounced Jesus Christ three 
times out of fear.

It must be said that while all these myths could not affect those who 
had actual contact with followers of the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
they certainly sounded convincing to the average Soviet citizen, since they, 
if they shared communist ideals, really believed that communism would 
mean a bright future for all humanity, that religion was an outdated world 
view, and therefore Jehovah’s Witnesses must also, like all other religious 
people, change their beliefs sooner or later, either willingly or under the 
inexorable force of Soviet law.

As to the current situation, it is fundamentally different in some respects. 
First, the number of Jehovah’s Witnesses themselves has increased 
tenfold. When Stalin first embarked on his repressive policy, there were 
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about 10,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Soviet Union, and now there are 
over 170,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses in modern Russia, and their numbers, 
despite the ban on legal persons and persecution, continue to grow. And 
Jehovah’s Witnesses continue to preach, and as I have seen from talking to 
them, they will continue to do so.

As for Russian society, it has not received a clear answer as to why 
Jehovah’s Witnesses are being persecuted, because the Supreme Court 
ruling relates it to Jehovah’s Witnesses assertion that their religion is true 
and that all other religions are misled. But that is what believers of any 
religion believe, if they believe sincerely.

I think that as this situation develops, citizens will realise that Jehovah’s 
Witnesses of Russia must be returned to the legal sphere and exonerated 
from the wrong, unjust charges brought against them at the time, as was 
done with the repression of the Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev years.
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The emergence of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan is usually 
attributed to the late nineteenth century (at that time they were still called 
Bible Scholars). At that time, Kazakhstan, as you know, was part of the 
Russian Empire. The history of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan cannot, 
therefore, be examined without reference to Russian history. 

Unfortunately, the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses, both in Russia 
and Kazakhstan, is basically the history of man’s struggle for freedom of 
conscience and religion. Historically, from the time of the first adherents of 
this Christian creed in what was then the Russian Empire until today, we see 
a fierce struggle between the intolerance of the authorities and the thirst of 
the believer to believe and think his own way.

For example, in the 19th century the policy of the Emperor was especially 
uncompromising towards dissenting opinions and dissident religious 
groups, that is, towards those who did not share the doctrine of the Russian 
Orthodox Church. We can recall Section 2 of the “Penal and Correctional 
Code”, which is entitled “On Offences Against the Faith (i.e. the Orthodox 
Church) and on Violations of Regulations Protecting It”, which provided for 
punishment in the form of penal servitude or exile to Siberia.

However, at the same time, some Russians travelled to the United States 
and were introduced to the Watchtower Society there. And one of the first, 
according to Jehovah’s Witnesses themselves, was Semeon Kozlitsky, a 
seminary graduate. He began preaching the ideas of the Bible Students, 
for which he was convicted in 1891 and exiled with his wife and children 
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to hard labour in the Bukhtarma Settlement (Ust-Kamenogorsk District, 
Semipalatinsk Region (now East Kazakhstan Region, Kazakhstan)).

It is this date (1891) that Jehovah’s Witnesses in Kazakhstan regard as 
the beginning of their history in the country.

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

It is well known that during the Second World War Hitler and the Nazis 
persecuted Bible Students with particular cruelty and persistence. They 
were persecuted because they refused to support the political ambitions 
and nationalist ideals of the Nazis.

This was severe persecution. In fact, according to various sources, 
between 1933 and 1945 alone, 97% of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Germany 
were persecuted in one form or another and over 2,000 died in the camps. 

And this persecution is still remembered in Germany to this day.  
I remember well when I was in Germany in July 2009, at the invitation of the 
University of Dresden. Accompanied by a married couple, the Lindemanns, 
I visited the former concentration camp Sachsenhausen. There we found a 
plaque in memory of August Dickmann, which read: “In memory of August 
Dickmann (born 1910), one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. He was publicly shot by 
the SS on 15 September 1939 because of conscientious objection”.  

And 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 Soviet Union 

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 under the cruel millstone of 
the Karaganda Forced Labour Camp. 

By the year 1951, which we are discussing today, strong communities of 
believers had already emerged in Kazakhstan, and then the event to which 
this conference is devoted occurred. 

In 1951, more than 7,000 Jehovah’s Witnesses were permanently 
deported from Western Ukraine, Belarus, Bessarabia, Moldova, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Estonia during the so-called Operation North. All were 
deported to Siberia, not Kazakhstan. 

But their relatives and acquaintances had already been exiled to the 
Kazakh steppes. Jehovah’s Witnesses from Kazakhstan were known to go 
visit the exiles in Irkutsk. Relationships were established, and joint activities 
were organised. They helped each other, passed spiritual literature and 
recordings of Bible talks to each other. They had not lost their structure, it 
became even 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. They were treated better in Kazakhstan, as there were many 
exiled, unwanted and persecuted victims of the regime among the inhabitants. 
The shared ordeals had taught many to be tolerant. And the traditional 
hospitality and kindness of the Kazakh people also played their part.

However, persecution of believers in the USSR continued.
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which explicitly prohibited registration of “Jehovists” in the USSR.

This confirmed that the activity of Jehovah’s Witnesses was illegal, which 
automatically freed the hands of security forces to persecute all Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and freed the courts to hold “show” trials. 

There were many such trials in Kazakhstan. Take, for example, the 
high-profile trial in Karaganda in 1962, which was written about even in the 
national magazine “Огонек” [Ogonek].

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

In this connection I recall how many years ago I went to Solnechnoye 
to collect materials for the first edition of the book Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in Kazakhstan and Central Asia. Since I was already grey-haired and not 
young, people asked me at first: “Where are you from brother, where were 
you in prison?”

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

On 29 May 1980 the Council on Religious Affairs issued the Decree on 
Measures to Strengthen Efforts to Expose and Suppress the Illegal Activities 
of the Sect “Jehovah’s Witnessesc. A new generation of believers faced 
brutal persecution by security forces.

My history with this subject began at the very end of 1984, when I 
was dismissed by decision of the Bureau of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of Kazakhstan from the post of editor-in-chief of the 
magazine Party Life of Kazakhstan, because I made it too critical, which 
aroused the anger of party functionaries at various levels. Strong harassment 
began. So, I was sent to work as deputy commissioner of the Council for 
Religious Affairs under the Council of Ministers of the USSR in the Kazakh 
SSR.  

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

The policy towards believers began to change. The authorities wanted 
to engage in dialogue. A statement came from Moscow to do everything 
possible to eliminate the religious underground, which was the largest in 
Kazakhstan at the time. 

It was extremely difficult to bring Jehovah’s Witnesses, True Orthodox 
Christians, the Inochentist Church, Reformed Adventists and others out of 
hiding. As a result of decades of brutal persecution, the leaders of these 
religious organisations had little or no confidence in the authorities (I should 
point out that we were not able to solve this problem fully at the time).

In order to fulfil Moscow’s assignment, we tried to meet with the leaders 
of the underground communities. At first this was quite amusing. We would 
call the regional or district leaderships and ask them to arrange a meeting for 
us. At the appointed day and time, we would arrive at the alleged community 
leader’s house. We were met by his spouse. We would say: “Is Ivan Ivanovich 
at home? We arranged a meeting with him.” – “No, he’s gone to town on 
business.” – “When will he return?” – “He said he might be here tomorrow.” 
We would drive some distance away and watch from the window. Then we 
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see Ivan Ivanovich looking out the window, that is, leaders of the community 
were simply afraid of us, remembering past repression. And it took a huge 
effort to gradually establish contact with them. 

I say all this to show that those who persecute believers today are 
making 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 society 
needs to learn from today’s event. Intolerance and brutality only bring grief 
and shame to those who use them. 

They realised this in the USSR, but unfortunately too late.
It was not until 27 March 1991 that 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 28 February 1991.

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

To date, Jehovah’s Witnesses have been registered in all regions and 
cities of national importance in Kazakhstan and have been re-registered by 
the state many times. 

And so, when news of the closure of the legal entities of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the Russian Federation broke like a thunderclap in 2017, and 
one after another reports of detentions and even criminal prosecution of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia poured in, Kazakh society froze in anticipation 
of whether Kazakhstan would follow its ‘big brother’. And it seemed that it 
would, for in the past, as soon as persecution of a religious structure began, 
a similar campaign unfolded in Kazakhstan. In short, if a bell was rung in 
Moscow, it would echo in our country the day after.

But this time the situation was different. The authorities refused to start a 
new wave of persecution. Of course, this does not mean that the authorities 
have become favourable to the Witnesses. However, they are working with 
them, and there is at least some dialogue and discussion of sensitive topics 
and situations. And dialogue often helps in obtaining more information and 
knowledge. And knowledge is the best tool against intolerance, because 
understanding someone does not mean sharing their position and views. 
The Kazakhstani authorities have apparently realised this too.

As I have already said, the situation is still complex, anti-cultism is, 
unfortunately, alive in our country and incites society to acts of cruelty and 
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the worst thing is that it has penetrated deep and has taken up residence 
in the minds of individual government officials. The anti-cultists can easily 
bring back Soviet scare stories, myths and slogans and use the ignorance 
of society to call for persecution of people of other faiths. 

If only people remembered that possibly the first instructions to 
persecute sects came from Nazi Germany. Who do we want to imitate? At 
its core, anti-cultism is fuelled by hatred, and it is destructive of both the 
individual and society.

It is my deep conviction that it is in principle impossible and dangerous 
to live in today’s world while constantly battling religious associations 
one dislikes just because their doctrines differ from those of the so-called 
“traditional” religions. 

It is no longer possible to think in terms of stereotypes of Soviet times, 
when Jehovah’s Witnesses were driven underground. There is no need to 
repeat the mistakes of the past.

That is why I call, to paraphrase Theodor Adorno somewhat, not for a 
tightening of laws, but for a new categorical imperative: to think and act so 
as never to repeat the mistakes of a war on religion, for whoever advocates 
war “directly promotes 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 nationalists and as socially anti-Soviet elements. She 
herself was conceived in Siberia, although it was at 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, for me these 
stories are very moving and very familiar as part of my own experience, 
since I married a woman who grew up in the former Soviet Union. 

But today I will not talk, unless indirectly, of the former Soviet Union 
or Ukraine; other speakers have 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. 

In 1993, I myself introduced a distinction between two different realities: 
the religious or sectarian counter-cult movement and the secular anti-cult 
movement. I created this distinction myself, but it has been adopted by 
many other scholars. Basically, the counter-cult movement is a very old 
reality. In an organised form it started in the 19th century, but it existed 
even earlier and consisted of the efforts of primarily Christian religionists 
to go after groups they regarded as not orthodox or as 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 counter-cult 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 
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counter-cult movement still exists; if you go to a Catholic library in Italy, you 
will find books criticising the theology of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, or of 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, describing 
them as a cult. 

The anti-cult movement was something different, and it was born at 
the end of the 1960s. What happened in the 1960s 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 
prospective 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 become 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. 

Alexander Dvorkin, who has already been mentioned, had been sent to 
study, in Soviet times originally, to the United States, where he became familiar 
with the ideology of the anti-cult movement. Now, the anti-cult movement 
and the counter-cult movement have a very complicated relationship: 
sometimes they cooperate and sometimes they clash, because secular 
anti-cultists may regard even groups within the mainline religions as cults. 
And sometimes they don’t agree, and sometimes they agree. And there is a 
very interesting phenomenon: because of the money poured into Alexander 
Dvorkin’s organisation by the Russian government we have Alexander 
Dvorkin1, as an employee of the Russian Orthodox Church, serving as Vice 
President of FECRIS, which was born as the European Federation of Centers 
of Research and Information on Cults and Sects. But the boundaries are not 
fixed, even though 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 counter-cult books and booklets, always were and remain today the 
number one target of the sectarian counter-cult movement. The reason is 
their size: Jehovah’s Witnesses are a large organisation, they have been very 
successful. And the aim of religionists who are in the counter-cult movement 
is to prevent Christians from their denominations to be converted to another 
denomination. So, they are not happy that many converted to Jehovah’s 
Witnesses’ faith. So, Jehovah’s Witnesses are the number one target for the 
counter-cult movement. 

____________

Jehovah’s 
Witnesses 
are the 

number one 
target for 

the counter-
cult movement 
____________ 

1 On 25 September 2021 Dvorkin was not re-elected as Vice President of FECRIS.



Opera t ion  Nor th

72

On the other hand, particularly in the United States, initially the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses were hardly a target of the secular anti-cult movement, which 
typically had this plan: “What is a bad cult? A bad cult is a cult targeting 
college students and making them renounce their career.” So, the three 
cults that 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 that were not targeting 
college students but were targeting people with money and asking 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 
opposed to the counter-cult 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-fertilisation and cooperation, although 
with problems between the sectarian counter-cult movement and the 
secular anti-cult movement. And that’s very visible again in the activities of 
Alexander Dvorkin, but also in the group that invented FECRIS, a French 
group called UNADFI. This group had originally been established by Roman 
Catholics, even though later the Roman Catholics were largely marginalised 
and replaced by secular humanists. But there were institutions such as the 
Lutheran Dialog Center in Denmark and Germany, later also in Ireland, where 
counter-cultists and anti-cultists cooperated. Since the counter-cultists, the 
religious people, have Jehovah’s Witnesses as one of their main targets, 
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 anti-cult movement was never very much interested in 
Jehovah’s Witnesses; it left the job to the religious counter-cult movement. 
But because of this cross-fertilisation in Europe, which in a way bounced 
back to the United States, the secular anti-cultists started adding Jehovah’s 
Witnesses to their list of cults: we see ones like Leah Remini and Mike 
Rinder and Tony Ortega, who are people who only cared about Scientology, 
and now on the TV show of Leah Remini and on 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 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 that has been formulated in Germany by sociologist 
Hans Joas. This is the concept of different sacralisations. In our western 
society different realities are regarded as sacred. Of course, religion has 
been regarded as sacred for many centuries. But with the emergence of 
nationalism and so-called ethical states after the French Revolution in the 
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.
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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 sacralise 
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 sacralisation 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 sacralisation 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 elections. Because if in some countries a sacred conception 
of the state prevails, then the Jehovah’s Witnesses are infringing 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 that 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 it 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 sacralised, because sacralised 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 ruled in favour of Jehovah’s Witnesses. When 
they were persecuted in the Soviet Union, or even today in Russia, or in 
China, they found a lot of sympathy and support from international NGOs 
and courts.
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The most difficult area for the Jehovah’s Witnesses is when they refused 
to accept the modern sacralisation of the individual, the sacralisation 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 sacralisation of individual human rights 
is of course a movement that has a lot of positive features, but it can enter 
into conflict with corporate human rights and the rights, which are very 
important to me, the rights of religions to self-organise themselves, as they 
deem fit. In other words, the risk is that in countries where the sacralisation 
of individual human rights is very much prevailing, these rights are regarded 
as absolutely prevailing against the corporate rights of institutions. So, 
the freedom of the Jehovah’s Witnesses and of many other religions as 
organisations is regarded as less important than the freedom of individuals 
within the religious organisations, including the Jehovah’s Witnesses, which 
may become something very dangerous for religious liberty, when states 
embrace this new sacralisation of the individual rights and they presume to 
know what is in the best interests of individual members of a religion more 
than these persons know what is in 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) imposed a fine on the organisations of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, because they teach that members in good standing 
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses except for, 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 but, on 
the contrary, it is part of the religious liberty, of the corporate liberty of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses as an organisation, the court of Ghent decided that 
this teaching is actually a crime and should be punished, though only with 
a fine. But this principle is very dangerous, actually tomorrow we will have a 
webinar on the Ghent court decision 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 
organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses and telling them how they should 
organise 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 
ostracise 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 on such a high pedestal, that in all cases of conflict with 
the corporate liberty of religious bodies, or perhaps political parties, or other 
organisations, this sacralised liberty of the individual should prevail”.

I believe today that’s the main problem for Jehovah’s Witnesses and for 
other religions. Because when they contest the sacralisation of one religion 
in states that have a state religion, they have a lot of sympathy, they find 
many allies. When they contest a nationalistic state trying to deny their right 
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or to vote, they find a lot of sympathy and allies in the democratic world. But 
when they defend their right to self-organise and to organise according to 
their interpretation of the Bible in matters like disfellowshipping or shunning, 
in these cases they go against this new religion sacralising some human 
rights to the detriment of others and sacralising individual rights to the 
detriment of corporate rights – here it is very difficult to find allies, because 
this new sacralisation 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 have emerged largely victorious from 
their conflict with nationalistic states, at least where democracy prevails, 
as attested to by the decisions of the US Supreme court, the 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 sacralised ethical states, 
they are fighting against the idea that sacralised individual human rights are 
much more important and should prevail over corporate rights of freedom of 
religion of organisations and corporate bodies, and this fight is very difficult.

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

Thank you.

Question: Who is the most tolerant of Jehovah’s Witness in different 
countries, for example Christian countries or non-Christian countries, who is 
the most tolerant among those countries of 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 a body of case law protecting them up to the Supreme Courts in 
Canada, where they really changed the situation of religious liberty, fighting 
against the Quebec establishment, which tried to impose Catholicism as a 
sort of state religion, even if it was against the Canadian Constitution. Even 
in the United States, of course, they wanted the right not to salute the 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 they don’t feel bound by the decisions of the European Court of 
Humans Rights, but 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 apostates, because this 
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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 in 
the next two weeks amendments will be discussed targeting the practice of 
ostracism of 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 the one hand, of course, the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
should respect, like all others citizens, the general laws about sexual abuse, 
and they do so in the countries where it is mandatory to report incidents of 
sexual abuse to the authorities, they do report these incidents. But that’s 
not good enough for some people. Again, because of this sacralisation of 
individual rights they presume that the states should enter into the internal 
organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses and tell them how to deal with these 
accusations in their judicial committees, how judicial committees should 
be organised, what people should be disfellowshipped and what people 
should not be disfellowshipped. And when you read media campaigns 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 it is mandatory to report cases to the secular authorities, 
who will then deal with these cases according to the secular laws, and the 
right of the Jehovah’s Witnesses to deal with these cases through their 
internal organisation in a parallel with secular justice. 

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 have 
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 organisation, 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 
organisation. 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 
a new law in France, which claim that individual members of a religious 
organisation, when they believe their internal rules and procedures aren’t 
protective enough of individual human rights, can complain to 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 discrimination 
against their gay members, and so the state should intervene and compel the 
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this, and I believe this is totally wrong, because if you are a homosexual 
person or couple and you are a 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 you can even establish a new church, which would then have 
among its tenets to bless same-sex marriages. But as long as you remain 
within the Catholic Church you should respect the rules of the 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 rights of 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 for being 
repetitious, the idea is that the religious liberty of this woman is to leave 
the church that is not ordaining women and go to another church which 
does, or perhaps to establish her own church, but as long as she decides 
to remain a Catholic, or to remain a Mormon, she cannot ask the state to 
intervene and to change the internal rules of the 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 the floodgates of states 
entering into the internal matters of religious organisations and telling them 
how they should organise, which will be the end of religious liberty as we 
know it.

Mass imo In t rov igne
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The memory of the repressive anti-religious policies of the totalitarian 
state that was the Soviet Union prompts us to stand up for the right to 
freedom of conscience even now, even though 70 years have passed since 

Operation North. Thousands of believers were persecuted under the anti-
religious policy of the Soviet Union. Of these, Jehovah’s Witnesses suffered 
the most, as researchers have seen after studying archived documents and 
conducting interviews with Protestants other than Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
including Baptists, Pentecostals, and Adventists, who were also subjected to 
Soviet-style persecution. In today’s reality, issues of freedom of conscience, 
freedom of religion, even more broadly, freedom of thought, have been and 
remain extremely important for religious organisations, researchers, and 
religious scholars alike. During the Soviet rule, Ukrainian theologians too 
were subjected to the ideological guidelines and decrees of the Communist 
Party. That is, religious scholars were also subjected to infringement on 
freedom of thought and freedom of speech, they were also in restricted 
circumstances. As Professor Anatoly Kolodny writes, religious studies had 
a twofold content at that time. On the one hand, there was the obligatory 
atheistic content and on the other hand, there was scientific, religious 
studies content. Only by this complementary approach could teachers and 
scholars not only convey to the general public atheist views as an obligatory 
component, but also substantiate scientific views on the nature of religion, 
knowledge about specific religions and their situation in Ukraine. It is 
important to stress that Ukraine was then the largest Christian region in the 
USSR. And it was here that almost two-thirds of the religious network of the 
entire Soviet Union was concentrated.

VITA TYTARENKO  —  
PhD, Associate Professor, Senior Researcher 
for the Department of Religious Studies  
at the Hryhoriy Skovoroda Institute  
of Philosophy of National Academy  
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Man always strives for freedom – cultural freedom and rights. Awareness 
of the importance of preserving, strengthening and developing rights and 
freedoms is therefore precisely the basis that can unite both the Jehovah’s 
Witness community and other religious organisations, and religious scholars 
as secular scholars, in a common endeavour. 

During the Soviet era, Jehovah’s Witnesses were repressed, not allowed 
to assemble together, and forced underground. The label “sect” attached to 
Jehovah’s Witnesses at the time was not simply perpetuated, it was misused 
and enforced by state authorities to form a negative public opinion of the 
movement. Today in independent Ukraine, Jehovah’s Witnesses, like a number 
of other late Protestant movements, have progressed from a prohibited “sect” 
to a sufficiently high level of institutionalisation and legal legitimisation. 

Ukrainian religious scholars have probably contributed to this, in 
particular through their scholarly and educational work. They convey to 
the public the idea of the process of social depressurisation of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, articulating the idea that these believers have generally taken 
a positive view of the development of the Ukrainian state. According to 
Professor Kolodnyi’s definition, evidence of this, in particular, is the gradual 
Ukrainization of the ministry of Jehovah’s Witnesses. These processes 
are discussed in more detail in the sixth volume of “Late Protestantism in 
Ukraine”, edited by Professor Petro Yarotskyi, a scholar well known in Ukraine 
and abroad for his research on the Protestant movement in general and the 
activities of Jehovah’s Witnesses in particular. In our opinion, such events 
as the International Scientific and Practical Online Conference “Operation 
North. 70 years after”, intensifies direct cooperation between scholars and 
representatives of the religion of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

In addition, the magazine «Релігійна свобода» [Religious Freedom], 
which is known not only in Ukrainian, but in international academic circles 
as well, has objective publications about the church of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
The very name of the journal speaks volumes about the discussion that 
unfolds in its pages. The expert work of Ukrainian religious scholars protects 
religious organisations from infringement on their rights. The religious 
expert study mentioned by Oleksii Lukianov was carried out in 2013 by 
the History of Religions and Practical Religious Studies Department of the 
Skovoroda Institute of Philosophy of the National Academy of Science of 
Ukraine. The issue was the assessment of hate speech that was used in 
the Poltava Region against Jehovah’s Witnesses. A Kingdom Hall had been 
desecrated with a swastika and the inscription “cult” in black paint. In the 
religious study, in particular in its final part, the scholar noted that the Church 
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Ukraine realizes a powerful socio-humanitarian, 
educational, missionary, liturgical, educational and rehabilitation 
potential, has a developed system of seminaries, colleges, theological 
institutions and universities, education in which is provided by qualified 
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teaching and professorial staff, has its own publishing and printing base, 
conducts religious television and radio broadcasts, and has an extensive 
missionary association. This position of religious scholars indicates that 
their conclusions are based on objective information, taking into account 
the general principles of historicism, nonconfessionalism, tolerance and 
open-mindedness. Religious scholars operate with such information on 
the basis of “field research”, content analysis of confessional sources, and 
real communication with believers. Such scientifically verified information 
leads to the conclusion that a denominational structure such as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses cannot be considered a cult. Such conclusions are an example 
of a scientific approach to determining the structure of a particular religious 
organisation.

Yet another religious study that should be noted concerned the content 
and form of weekly worship services in places of worship of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, in Kingdom Halls. The religious examination also recognised that 
Jehovah’s Witnesses were entitled to determine the form and content of their 
rituals and, accordingly, that the places of worship should be considered 
sacred and traditional places of worship. 

At one time, acting in the capacity of expert, we tried to communicate 
with representatives of the anti-cult organisation “Dialogue”. It was like trying 
to play by the rules of chess, while they are following the rules for a card 
game. So, it was difficult to reach any kind of understanding. Obviously, 
representatives of this organisation did not have understanding as an 
objective goal to dialogue.

Today Jehovah’s Witnesses and religious scholars are concerned 
about the religious situation that has recently developed, including with 
our northern neighbours, where religious intolerance and extremism are 
increasingly evident, because the rights of Jehovah’s Witnesses have been 
grossly violated in Russia by the banning and liquidating of their activities. 
This campaign to persecute and ban Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia has 
been unanimously condemned by a number of international organisations: 
the UN, the Council of Europe, OSCE and the European Union. Individual 
states such as Germany, the United States, and others have also voiced 
their protest. 

Unfortunately, some religious scholars in Russia, unlike Ukrainian 
religious scholars, consider Jehovah’s Witnesses a sect, so these 
foundations of scholarly bias then have a continuation in lawsuits against 
Jehovah’s Witnesses for their religious activities. For the sake of objectivity, 
it is worth stressing that not all Russian scholars feel this way. Ukrainian 
religious scholars agree with Doctor of Philosophy Sergey Ivanenko and 
Professor Ekaterina Elbakyan, Director of the Religious Research Center 
“Religiopolis” and a renowned researcher, who has repeatedly emphasized 
that the liquidation of the religious organisation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 
Russia is a very negative phenomenon. In this context, the famous saying 
of the German publicist and writer Ludwig Börne is appropriate: “There is 
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unjust man demands it only for himself”. In the end, therefore, we all need 
to remember that if religious freedom is asserted in a country, it must be 
asserted for all, and if even one religious movement is denied freedom, 
freedom is lacking for all. 

Therefore, Ukrainian religious scholars are ready to continue to affirm 
the rights of believers, in particular Jehovah’s Witnesses, in their desire not 
only to profess, but also to freely and publicly disseminate their religious 
teachings, to study not only at home but also in their religious community in 
Ukraine and abroad, to open their own educational institutions, to establish 
enterprises to produce their own religious literature and to use not only their 
own but also the public media on a par with other public organisations

Once again I want to emphasize that even today’s conference, to 
which academics were invited, testifies to the necessity, possibility and 
effectiveness of cooperation between the Church of Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
scholars, government officials, media representatives and others. All the 
more so such cooperation is relevant given the context that freedom of 
religion, freedom of worship, like any other freedom, is not a given. Such 
an asset needs to be constantly monitored, understood, defended and 
developed. 

There are still “hot spots” in Ukraine where freedom of religion is 
infringed upon. These are the territories of the temporarily occupied Crimea 
and parts of Luhansk and Donetsk Regions. We know that Jehovah’s 
Witnesses are suffering more there. Along with them, there are a number 
of other evangelical religious organisations that are similarly discriminated 
against on the basis of religion. So, we have room to make progress, to 
direct consolidated efforts to affirm religious rights and freedoms.
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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 in Estonia, where I come 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 at the end of the 1940s and sentenced 
for 25 plus 5 in Siberia (effectively, for life) 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 of 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 World War II, being 
influenced by the atrocities that were happening during that war. 

MERILIN KIVIORG  —  
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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 World War II starts with a statement about the universality of human 
rights. It is usually stated that the principle of the 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, 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 World War II, and I think my grandfather’s example is quite explicit 
on that. The history of suppressions of religious freedom in the former USSR 
is illustrative, but this 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 that 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 the universality 
of human rights is based on ideas of the equal worth and dignity of every 
human being. Human rights are seen as the rights, in a 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 worse, the practice does not follow the talk. Despite 
the differences in understanding of the origins of dignity, whether it stems 
from, for example, religious or philosophical ideas or history, it is a founding 
concept of human rights and is 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 
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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 
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 recognised 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 
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 the 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, emphasised 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 proselytising under 
Greek law. Actually, this was the first case concerning freedom of religion or 
belief that was decided in the European Court of Human Rights. Before that, 
the cases had only reached the European Commission of Human Rights, 
which existed until the reform of the Court in 1998. 
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and clear, but it is nonetheless hard to define. Some authors have even 
argued that centrality of democracy to the European Convention system 
does not mean that a precise form of democracy is suggested by 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 on how, in today’s human rights context, democracy should 
be interpreted. Since Kokkinakis, the Court has 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 emphasised 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 us 
something about the 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 of 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 influences the 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 the 
rise), have contributed to the tensions. Now we also have the pandemic, 
which has fuelled 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 of what the future will bring. The truth probably is that the socio-political 
situation is changing rapidly, and it has become increasingly more complex 
to rationalise 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 
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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 well-being, including in the social and economic 
sense. The OSCE, Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, 
for example, has adopted a comprehensive security approach, which sees 
security and protection of human rights, including freedom of religion or 
belief, as 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, for example, cannot 
be derogated even during 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 
labelling something dangerous, without criticism, which often happens. 
Although not explicitly mentioned in his talk, one could see in labelling also 
the tendency of securitisation of religion or securitisation of rights. In some 
parts of the world, Jehovah’s Witnesses have been labelled as a security 
concern, allegedly threatening the establishment or the 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 – 
dehumanising. We can witness how dehumanising 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 sacrificed simply to achieve security in 
whatever sense we are thinking of. It would be a slippery slope for protection 
of all human rights if we do not critically analyse what the actual security 
concern is.

So, there are different factors that influence security debates and debates 
on whether freedom of religion or belief can be restricted for the sake of 
security. Alongside 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 
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Europe and beyond. One can argue that this battle in 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 – the experience of 
democracy has been too short. The lack of experience in protecting freedom 
of religion or belief for years and the persecution of religion during USSR 
times have a spin-off effect on 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, the state and religious 
communities, the religious communities themselves, and between the state, 
religious communities and secular society. The Special Rapporteur also 
emphasised the importance of creating positive imaging of religion and 
providing balanced education through the 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 
the 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 other criteria rather 
than dignity and equal worth and universality is very, very dangerous. Losing 
sight of the core concepts such as already mentioned will have a detrimental 
effect on the protection of human rights on the whole, on freedom of religion 
or belief specifically, and on the functioning of democracy. 

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

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

Merilin Kiviorg: My viewpoint is very clear. No, there was no 
proportionality. Security concerns or security arguments should not ever 
have come into 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 it may have perhaps not so explicitly 
been using the term “security”, but the 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 
Dr Heiner Bielefeldt: If Jehovah’s Witnesses are extremists, then we are all 
extremists. 
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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 your asking that. I’m not entirely sure that we have fully coped 
with it, 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 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 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 is the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses reflected in 
Estonian society? What has been done to commemorate this event?

Merilin Kiviorg: If you mean, is there state-facilitated commemoration 
of the 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 Soviet times did not only concern Jehovah’s Witnesses, they were 
sent to Siberia along with many others, whatever the reason.

____________

If Jehovah’s 
Witnesses are 
extremists, 
then we are 
all extremists  
____________
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LESSONS OF REPRESSION”, 9 APRIL 2021

The attitude towards the religious community of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
is a peculiar indicator of both tolerance and totalitarianism. Our time can be 
called the “age of commemoration”. Commemoration is a deliberate process 
of keeping alive the memory of events that are significant to a nation. Once 
again, I would like to stress that it is for the entire nation, not just for a particular 
community, which we are addressing in the context of this conference. 

A 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 lies, among other things, in the whole range of concepts 
that guides science. These are historical memory, cultural memory, religious 
memory, ethics of memory, culture of memory. There is even a field of study 
of remembrance.

The culture of remembrance is indeed an important ongoing process, in 
which every culture, every social group, forms and strengthens its identity by 
reconstructing its past. It is necessary to understand who we are in order to 
see the values that have evolved through the development of a community. 
On the other hand, the past is being rediscovered. We rediscover the past by 
reinterpreting it, thus giving it new life, filling it with new meaning, extremely 
important for the awareness of our own significance. Remembering is not 
just a given, it is something that concerns the past as well as the present. 
That is, we create this new social construction when we remember the 
past. And a culture of remembrance is also a process of incorporating all 
the components of historical memory into one text. This applies to different 
religious communities, different social communities. Therefore, it is the history, 
the historical memory of the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951, that 
is part of our common national memory. I stress once again that this does not 
only apply to an individual community, but to the nation as a whole, because 
we are affected by virtually all the processes inherent in the development of 
the territory in which we live, as well as its history and its people. This means 
that memory is an important factor in the formation of national identity. 
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If we remember those events more often, put them into a general 
historical context and present them in textbooks, so that everyone interested 
in the development of the nation is fully aware of them, this will contribute to 
the formation of our national identity. Therefore, we have to remember them, 
among other things, to remember all the processes that concerned religious 
communities. Experts have long ago concluded that the most successful 
societies are those that find on the basis of historical experience common 
ground and ways of understanding, without which it is impossible to move 
forward. 

I watched and listened with interest to all the speeches at this conference 
yesterday, it is truly impressive. These events deserve more than an occasional 
mention. They should be included in the general history of Ukraine.

Why did this happen in Western Ukraine, Western Belarus, the Baltic 
States and Moldova? First, these were new territories, which were then part 
of the Soviet Union. Second, we remember that the fight against religion in 
the USSR that started in 1929 was officially equated with a political struggle. 
And all religious communities were regarded as class enemies. Again, there 
were two sides to the situation: on the one hand, they are new territories and 
new religious communities, clearly state policy was directed at exterminating 
everything that in one way or another could undermine the totalitarian regime; 
on the other hand, they were suspected in connection with various, again, 
enemy elements from the point of view of the totalitarian system, such as 
cooperation with the UPA (the Ukrainian Insurgent Army). Incidentally, in the 
1980s during the trial of one of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Donetsk Region 
he stated in his speech that it was not the first time he had been sent to 
prison because he was a partisan. In response to the surprised looks, he 
said: “Yes, I was a partisan in the UPA”, at which point the judges realised 
that they had before them a man who had come a long way in shaping his 
worldview, both as a fighter for national ideals and as someone who later 
became a fighter for his religious preferences, a religious worldview. 

The Soviet Union had specific attitudes towards Jehovah’s Witnesses.  
In the late 1980s, representatives of the Soviet party began to think about 
how to proceed, what to do specifically with Jehovah’s Witnesses. There 
was even the idea that the teachings of Jehovah’s Witnesses were very 
close to communism, because they were going to build the Kingdom of God 
on earth, which the communists themselves were doing. There were even 
attempts to impose communist ideology on certain groups of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, I remember it well. 

____________

The historical memory  of the deportation  
of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951  

is part of our common national memory 
____________

____________

state policy was directed at exterminating 
everything that in one way or another could 

undermine the totalitarian regime 
____________
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communities have equal rights; we have no preferences and no oppression. 
Conditions have also been created so that every religious community, 
including Jehovah’s Witnesses, has full rights and exercises them. As 
religious scholars, we ask that there be no animosity in society and that the 
negative myths about Jehovah’s Witnesses and other religious communities 
be debunked. This is our task as specialists, so that we can continue to 
form a truly open, democratic, tolerant state. And this conference, which 
commemorates the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1951, is a definite 
step towards further tolerance in Ukrainian society, so that we may continue 
to discover these pages of history and understand that in our reality there 
are different religious views that should be respected, and the right to 
openly practise their faith should not be denied. This distinguishes us from 
the totalitarian regimes operating in Crimea and in the occupied territories of 
Donetsk and Luhansk Regions in particular, where, unfortunately, the harsh 
policy that once led to the deportation of Jehovah’s Witnesses to Siberia 
continues. 

Question: Do you see any parallels between the reasons behind the 
deportation during Operation North 70 years ago and today’s oppression of 
Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia?

Ihor Kozlovskyi: I certainly see it, because Russia is a state that 
has not abandoned its imperial ideology, and any empire is built on unifying 
the worldview and the ideas of the so-called “Russian world”. These ideas 
are revanchist and aim to recreate the Russian Empire or a kind of Soviet 
Union. Attempts to create a system in which any freedom of conscience, 
any dissent is brushed aside is inherent to such an empire as a structure that 
seeks to establish a one-size-fits-all system. I am personally familiar with 
this, as I was a prisoner of conscience. For 2 years I suffered because my 
opinion differed from that of those who seized power in certain territories of 
Donetsk and Luhansk Regions. 

Question: To continue the topic and your experience as a prisoner 
of conscience... At this point, 70 years after exile and deportation, there 
are fewer and fewer participants in those events who can speak about 
themselves and the terrible circumstances in which they found themselves. 
In your personal opinion, as a prisoner of conscience, how important is it 
for such people to be heard by society in their lifetime, rather than decades 
later, when we can only learn about them from archival documents?

Ihor Kozlovskyi: This is extremely important because people have 
been traumatised. For anyone who has been through prisons, torture, 
deportation, this is certainly traumatic. A person who has gone through 

____________

As religious scholars,  
we ask that there  be no animosity  
in society and that negative myths  
about Jehovah’s Witnesses and other  

religious communities  
be debunked 
____________

I ho r  Koz lovsky i
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trauma needs one thing – mercy, which means justice must be restored, 
and justice means we need to hear this person and his account, his story. 
His soul demands an open message with society. We need to protect such 
people, we need to communicate with them. Society surely needs to hear 
them. 

____________

A TRAUMATISED person demands an open message  
with society. we need to protect such people.  

We need to communicate with them.  
Society surely needs to hear them 

____________
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FIRST-HAND ACCOUNTS

“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”

Maria Bezkorovaina, Ukraine

“USUALLY WE ALL ATE 
ONLY ONCE A DAY”

 Petras Gudas, Lithuania
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FIRST-HAND ACCOUNTS

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

Oleksii Shpan, 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” 

Vira Bezhenar, 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”

Hryhoriy Melnyk, Ukraine

“THE GOVERNMENT SPREAD RUMOR 
THAT WE WERE CANNIBALS.  
TAKING AXES, LOCAL RESIDENTS 
APPROACHED US ON THE THIRD DAY”

Hryhoriy Melnyk, 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”
Vasyl Shcherban, Ukraine



More information about Operation «North»  
can be found at 1951deport.org

https://1951deport.org/en/

