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Religion, and religious observances, are not easily compartmentalized, nor is it easy to separate “the religious” from the rest of life.  For this reason the conference was necessarily broad, and examined the intersections between religion and many other areas of experience.  It was also broad in its geographical coverage.  Whilst Russia featured heavily on the programme, the expertise of the speakers spanned Europe and Central Asia.

The first session was called, As Europe grows eastward what can it learn about religious issues from the post-soviet world?  The panel consisted of two speakers.  
The first speaker pointed to several changes in religious life in Eastern Europe – including changes within the legal and national sphere.  In particular he suggested that “although we can still look to a traditional order in religious life, it is clear that the very notions of “majority” and “minority” faiths need careful qualification.”
He also reminded us that the post-soviet world encompasses a variety of social and cultural models, and that there may even be greater contrasts between countries of the East than those of the West.

Whilst the speaker observed that many of the Church-State conflicts of the early 1990s are resolved, there are still ongoing issues that must be worked out in practical and legal terms.  Churches in particular will have to cope with a number of questions:

--The foremost among these is for churches themselves to discover what churches are for.  As the speaker put it “there is a purely religious answer to this question, but we can also see, in the case of a country like Poland, that the Church is having difficulty redefining its role – it is still living off the huge social and moral capital accrued under communism, but deeply unsure how to express and use this capital in the changing conditions of the present.”
Other issues that churches must cope with include:

--the competitive pressures of consumerism

--issues of social injustice and economic exclusion (such notions are often still “tainted” with “communist” labels.

--balancing the challenges of newness with the preservation of worthwhile traditions and customs.

--how to cooperate sensibly with the powerful, while testifying on behalf of the powerless

The second speaker added a great diversity to the discussion.  It was through his presentation that we saw the profound contrasts in world-view that can exist between people.  He showed us examples from Russia in which miracles were at the heart of belief.  It was this very approach to miracles that led the speaker to make the statement “we can explore miracles, but we cannot explain miracles.”
The speaker went on to contrast different instances of “spirituality,” sometimes attempting to define the Western tradition by its lack of a miraculous world view.   
The second session had the title Women in religion: How to think about Faith and Patriarchy?
The panel consisted of two speakers.
The first speaker took up the question “how to envision a sustainable future?”  She pointed out that whilst feminist theology is concerned with patriarchal oppression and is critical of the power structures institutionalized within different religious communities across Europe, it must be noted that such structures also oppress men.

In talking about Eastern Europe, the speaker said it is not appropriate to refer to the Central and Eastern European countries as a homogeneous group: they differ in cultural traditions, historic experiences, and economic development.  However, there are cross border similarities, in particular women entered into transition with three big illusions:

1) That socialism has solved the issue of gender inequality 2) what was obtained in socialism in the field of gender equality can be taken for granted and 3) that democracy and the market economy will automatically add new rights of women to the already existing ones.

Of course, as she pointed out, nothing went this way.  What happened instead was that Eastern Europe was flooded in the 1990s by feminist ideas that were propagated by feminists who very superficially familiar with the historical situation of the position of women in former socialist countries.  Women from Eastern European countries did not show much interest in getting involved in gender politics because they were forced into public engagement during the socialist regime and remained sceptical of any further kind of ideology.  Also, having experienced the “right to be employed” during socialism, women now choose, where possible, to be ‘a housefrau.’

The speaker also pointed out (citing Hanakova, 1998) that Western women will not understand the appeal that educated Eastern women find in soap operas, cheap women’s magazines, and other sentimental objects – all things denied to Eastern women during soviet times.  Other differences between Eastern and Western women are revealed in the way they think about sexual harassment.  Often Eastern European women will consider harassment to be “normal,” to the extent that the notion of “date rape” or “spousal rape” does not apply or really even exist.
In the Church in Eastern Europe the situation is one were women are in subordinated positions, and yet, as surveys show, women describe themselves as “obedient, patient, scrupulous, loving, helpful, weak, responsible, and forgiving” and saw their role in the Church as “teachers, organizing camps for children and youth, conducting seminars, and singing in the Church choir.”

A disjunction may be occurring when Western women attempt to “teach” Eastern women that things should be different.  In many cases, Eastern women remain suspicious of anything that seems to propagate a particular ideology (such as feminism).  Nevertheless, Western understandings of patriarchy continue to be espoused in Eastern Europe, and these include ideas about what “patriarchy” is:

--a complex multi-levelled distribution of power for men locked in interpersonal relations in institutional structures
--the social and political expression of andocentrism as a mode of consciousness which defines women’s place in a male defined scheme of reality.  *Andocentrism is the idea that men represent the normal ideal human being
--the organization and division of all practices in culture, religion, and the society in terms of gender and the privileging of one gender over the other
--when the conceptual world of women has been formulated by men

How the West-East disjuncture will be resolved is not known.  The perspective of the speaker is one of optimism:
“The tradition is not going to change overnight although obviously women keep pressing for strategic changes. But it is only as we appropriate the liberating sources of our tradition, as we come to identify with the struggles of the past, as we recognize God’s own presence in us that will enable us to keep struggling towards the liberated and sustainable future.”

The second speaker’s approach to the topic will be reviewed in the conference report.

The third session was called The role of religion in policy and human rights: is tradition a problem?
The first speaker suggested that freedom of religion or belief is a litmus test of the state of human rights in any society, embracing, as it does, freedom of speech and association, freedom to publicise one's beliefs, freedom to come together with others to express and practice those beliefs, freedom not to believe, freedom to change ones beliefs, freedom to think differently and act on that, and so on.  Furthermore, the European Court of Human Rights stated in 1993, it is “one of the foundations of a democratic society". In short, this fundamental human right seeks to defend a freedom for all that touches the heart of divinity and humanity and that we can and should rightly celebrate. So it's not very surprising that people of all religious beliefs – for example Christian, Baha'i, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu - as well as people who claim no religious belief come together to defend freedom of religion or belief. 

The speaker said that religion and religious communities are seen as dangerous by several former Soviet republics (such as Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan and Belarus), and as something independent, out of their control and a potential threat.  Laws, regulations and practices have been introduced to make impossible the free functioning of peaceful religious communities. Beginning from the mid-1990s, these governments have repeatedly tightened up their approaches from the heady, more democratic days of the early 1990s. Their secret police forces also, to varying degrees, maintain agents – willing or unwilling – inside religious communities.

Key facts regarding the situation in the above named former Soviet republics:

--Unregistered religious activity of any sort is illegal or treated as such, the sharing of beliefs is banned, and religious literature is censored

--contacts with foreign co-religionists are impossible or subject to official suspicion

--all but impossible to found new open, legal religious communities of faiths that do not already exist in these countries

--disfavoured faiths - especially groups seen as energetic in spreading their faith - find it almost impossible to gain legal recognition for new communities

--faiths seen by the state as “ethnic” and as uninterested in gaining converts are usually tolerated provided they remain compliant. 

--those who violate these tight restrictions can be threatened, beaten, fined, detained for short periods or – if they have foreign passports – deported from the country.

--published laws often contain violations of the human rights commitments

--state officials often apply laws highly selectively, to repress religious communities. 

Some commentators have attributed the restrictions on religious freedom in much of the former Soviet Union to older officials’ legacy of Soviet atheist indoctrination. Others, in relation to Central Asia, point to the region’s Muslim heritage. One very commonly offered explanation – or camouflage - for the suppression of religious freedom centres on concerns about religious extremism and terrorism.

The speaker referenced Nariman Gasimoglu, a respected Azerbaijani Muslim theologian, who maintains that the best, if not the only way to counter religious extremism is to open up society to religious freedom, democracy, and free discussion – even including extremist groups. This would allow the views of the extreme factions to be openly debated and their support base to be reduced.

The speaker asked “how far do politicians and officials realise that attacking religious freedom obstructs an effective anti-terrorist policy?”  In answering the question the speaker summarized the views of a Kazakh Protestant who said punishing people for peacefully practising their faith damages national security in two ways. 1.) by alienating citizens from the state and 2.) by enabling incompetent law-enforcement personnel to claim successes in combating illegal but harmless religious organisations, instead of effectively policing real criminal and terrorist threats.

After presenting several examples the speaker went on to raise a second question: are states which attack religious freedom opponents or allies of terrorism and extremism? He suggested that “the practices of many states suggest that they are not genuinely interested in cutting off recruitment to terrorist organizations, nor in using the resources of the state most effectively, nor in gaining the widespread popular support essential for defeating terrorism. Combating terrorism with respect for the rule of law and in accordance with obligations under international human rights, refugee and humanitarian law is not only the right moral thing to do, it also denies terrorist organisations the grievances which fuel terrorist recruitment, and encourages the widespread popular support which is essential for effective anti-terrorism. Promoting religious freedom is one weapon in the fight against terrorism which no government can afford to neglect – especially against terrorists who claim to have a religious motivation.”

Another strategy used to disguise repressing religious freedom is the twin-track approach of countering accurate reports of religious repression and claiming that a country is making great strides in inter-religious harmony, religious tolerance and so on

But just like the “security threats” camouflage, the “religious tolerance” camouflage also fails to meet its proclaimed goal. State intolerance of religious freedom feeds the linked problem of religious intolerance in everyday social life – especially when combined with state vilification of religious minorities.

The speaker suggested that the most important motivation for state repression (or religion) seems to be the desire to control and crush any potential independent movement or potential challenge to the political leadership. 

Further compounding factors of this desire to control can be characterized as follows:

--Across the region, religious minorities can be vilified with impunity in the state-run or private media and in school textbooks.

--Physical attacks on members of religious minorities seeking to enjoy their rights to freedom of worship peacefully are increasing across the region. 

-- Isolation is another weapon in some governments' attempts to control religious believers and communities

-- Independent academic research on religious freedom can also be perceived as a threat.

With the increasingly harsh crackdowns on religious freedom and other linked human rights such as freedom of speech, especially in Central Asia, reporting violations of religious freedom has become increasingly dangerous. The speaker is increasingly finding that local religious communities and individuals are afraid of reporting and speaking out about official attacks for fear of further retribution. Suffering religious communities face a difficult choice: whether to go public and risk further punishment with the hope that international attention will ultimately lead to improvement or to keep their heads down even amid severe repression and hope for better days. Advocating for religious freedom itself within these countries is difficult: groups such as the International Religious Liberty Association cannot exist, let alone function, in the most repressive states of the region.

In recent years the worst offending governments have done everything they can to enact controls and restrictions that wherever possible avoid an international outcry. Almost the only long-term religious prisoners are Muslims, and these are generally sentenced on charges ostensibly unrelated to their religious activity (such as fabricated drugs charges or calling for the overthrow of the state). Almost certainly, a contributory factor in this is the unwillingness of countries such as the members of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, and much of the wider Muslim public, to speak out against religious freedom violations in the countries of the former Soviet Union.

Prosecutions also often rest upon bureaucratic technicalities which, with careful government spin, can deflect international attention from the religious freedom impact of these controls. Suspended sentences rather than terms of imprisonment are handed down, while court cases over property use or denial of registration can drag on for months or even years, deliberately leaving religious communities in a constant state of uncertainty or even fear.

The hostility of some governments to reliable information on their religious freedom violations does show that they may be open to international pressure to get them to abide by international human rights standards. 

Three recommendations persecuted religious believers of all faiths have given are: 

The concrete implementation of OSCE and other human rights commitments must be insisted upon.

Specific religious freedom and other human rights violations must be publicly named, and states repeatedly and closely questioned about them.

Make it clear through concrete actions – for example visa bans on officials - that policy towards states which violate religious freedom will be strongly influenced by the practical actions those states take in relation to all religious communities, not just state-favoured ones, and that paper improvements alone will not be viewed as improvements.

The second speaker looked into the clash between tradition and social and religious changes in post-Soviet Central Asia that have transformed the place some groups occupy in society. This has particularly affected the lives of women and homosexuals as well those who joined non-traditional religious groups. 
Transition to the market economy led to more women replacing men as breadwinners in the family. Faced with unemployment caused by closure of state enterprises many men were not able to cope with loss of earnings and their status leaving decision-making to women.  

Key points:

--women, after socialism, found it difficult to translate their newly acquired role into greater political participation and reach the highest echelons of power. The is a similar situation in business, where there is an increased participation of women in small and medium business, but only a handful with top jobs at big corporations. Moreover, the revival of religious traditions, coupled with poverty, made such practices as polygamy and early marriages, which were banned during the Soviet period, more widespread.

--regarding the rights of homosexuals: the adoption of the international conventions on human rights, as well as the emergence of civil society, created a more acceptable environment for sexual minorities. Central Asian countries with the exception of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan have scrapped laws which regard homosexual acts as criminal offences. In Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan the number of gay and lesbian groups is increasing. But going public exposes them to greater risk of physical and verbal abuse leading to loss of work and unwanted attention from the police. 

--Religious beliefs of people in Central Asia have undergone change with the arrival of mostly Protestant missions and the spread of radical Islamic ideas (following the liberalisation of religious laws). But, the leadership of traditionally dominant religious communities, represented by the Muslim bodies supporting moderate form of Islam and Russian Orthodox Church, are opposing the new arrivals. They view them as rivals who are taking away potential followers (as new groups target mostly young and urban populations).  The fear of Central Asia governments that these religious movements would be difficult to control, along with pressure from Muslim hierarchy and the Orthodox Church to limit their activities, resulted in their persecution. Thousands of members of the banned Islamic Hizb ut Tahrir (Party of Liberation) found themselves locked up and accused of illegal activities. Supporters of other groups faced stricter regulation liable to sanctions if they do not follow new laws.     

The fourth session was called Revival or Rejection: What happens when religion becomes politicized?
The speaker articulated that interest in the phenomenon of CR (civil religion) grows in Europe, including West Europe and post-Soviet countries.  E.g. in Germany in particular we can see a renewed discussion on civil religion from a historical, sociological, legal and religious point of view (for example: How much religion can Germany carry? is the title of a book by the protestant sociologist of religions Rolf Scheider Wieviel Religionen vertragt Deutschland?, 2001).

“Russia in the last 2-3 years is also witnessing a splash of interest in the issue, which is interesting because there was virtually no discussion of CR before.  What is especially important in this process is the interest in this topic by the ROC (Russian Orthodox Church).  The main editor of the journal, Thoma, a lobby of the Moscow Patriarchy, Prof. Legoida V., wrote that in future development the ROC should attempt to acknowledge the unity of three main aspects: secularity of the state, religious pluralism and civil religion as positive, active, and creative attitudes to the social reality.  These three aspects together are the real basis for tolerance, for opposition to religious hatred, and for unity of the people because of democratic, humanistic and patriotic priorities.”
Key points of the presentation:

1. Religion is one of the disputed legacies of human history.  How can a political regime harmoniously accommodate a range of private religious weltanschauungs into a structure of public belief that has been shaped by time and tradition?  Answers to such questions do not come easily.

2. Civil religion might be part of the answer.  Civil religion is a topic for special attention. The role of civil religion is big in the USA.  The phenomenon of civil religion is an expression of a friendly state-church relationship, it is about recognizing religion as a private right and as an institutional form. Civil religion is a basis for religious pluralism and a moral basis for public policy.  The god of civil religion is god of law and order more then the god of love and salvation. American CR is a special issue because of the idea that “God blesses America.”  However, civil religion is a sociological reality in every society.  It manifests itself in different ways in different contexts.  In any case, the accommodation of civil religion can be said to prevent the nation from steering too far in the direction of a secularized culture.  CR is a totality of religious feelings, ideas, symbols which are used by the state to further its political goals. It is not an “other” religion; it exists in friendly connection with traditional religions. The US Supreme Court uses the concept of ceremonial deism –to justify some practices of civil religion (the national motto “In God We Trust”, the utilization of government-paid chaplains in the military, U.S. Congress, and state legislatures, etc.)

There are 2 main directions of CR: a conservative one and a liberal one. The main difference between them is in the level of mutual cooperation in church-state relations. The liberal version focuses on Human Rights, on neutrality and separation.  The conservative version focuses on the national priority, on religious values as essential for the betterment of the nation.   It seems the conservative direction is the real winner.  Civil religion is generalized public belief that accommodates within its belief structure as many religious and nonreligious movements as possible. It is a form of connection between religion and politics. Is it a revival or rejection of traditional religions? 

Several example were given of how CR operates in Russia and elsewhere – these examples will be included in the conference report. 

3. The phenomenon of secularization. Secularization from the historical point of view means: 1) to confiscate the property of the monastery and place it in the government’s hands; 2) to eliminate public aspects of religion; 3) to privatize religion, based on the separation of church from state. The Enlightenment idea of freedom of religion can logically be extended to mean an atheistic worldview, a nonreligious weltanshauung.  The basic principle of secularization is that religion is a private thing; this creates a kind of pressure upon public institutions to give attention to religion.

So, is it possible now to say that secularization has achieved its goals and religion is now outside the public domain?  Is religion now only the private thing of the person?  The evolution of the world after the Enlightenment takes us in this direction. 

   

4. Globalization changes things too.  Cultural and national particularities are melting away, so to say.  Religion in this situation becomes the new status; it becomes a sign of national and cultural identity, as much a sign for the main population as for immigrants.  Civil religion might be a way of acknowledging the reality of globalization.

 

5. In recent times the engagement of religious bodies in the body politic has grown to cover a wide range of issues including economic and social aspects.  E.g., the discussion about religious instruction in public schools is evidence of how much religion has become politicized.  In this context religion can be seen as thesis, secularization as antithesis, and the civil religion as synthesis (religion–secularization-civil religion).

 

6. Civil religion in the Russian context might be a revival of older religious ideas, or it might be a rejection of older religious ideas.  It might be a little of both,  but whatever it is, it ought to be fundamentally a tool to unite the nation, to give a moral ground for government policy and for embracing religious pluralism.  

  

What happens when religion is politicized?  The answer to this question is connected to the mutual influence of democracy and religion. This mutual influence is expressed on one side in the democratic legacy of religion, and on the other side in the religious legacy of democracy.  Democracy is most effective when there is no discrimination on account of religion and belief, due to a policy that all religions are deemed equal under the law. Invariably, citizens respect such a policy toward religion and belief and thus honor the state with good citizenship.  Tolerance and democracy must go hand in hand. Can we say that civil religion is a revival and protector of tolerance?  It is when religion and democracy support each other.  It is when democracy supports freedom of conscience, when on the basis of separation it is possible not to keep the autonomy of the religious organizations and to respect its role in public life.  There must be respect to nonbelievers as well.  This is true democracy. 

The new Russia must find a way for religion and democracy to be mutually supportive.  Civil religion might be of help in this respect, enabling Russia to embrace freedom of conscience in a polyconfessional state while also refusing to embrace religious nationalism under the motto of patriotism.

The second speaker reviewed the relationship between religion and politics in Russia.  It is a complex relationship.  On the one hand the constitution takes a clearly liberal approach of separating church and state. This remains the case, even within the context of the religion law of 1997. For all its faults, and ignoring the non-binding preamble's special mention of Orthodoxy, it is even-handed in terms of the legal treatment of religions once they are registered. However, the religion and politics relationship is about more than the legal situation with regard to church and state. In Russia it also has great force in terms of national identity and security discourses. Russian Orthodoxy is sufficiently closely tied to official discourse on national identity for us to suggest that it has gained the position of established church despite this not being the strict legal situation, and despite both the Orthodox Church and the state denying any desire for this to be the formal situation. In terms of security, religion has been spoken of under the heading of 'spiritual security' for some time. This discourse has been used to guide religion policy and political attitudes to religion as a symbol of 'Russian-ness'.
The third speaker’s approach will be included in the conference report.
The fifth session was titled Has post-soviet art experienced a religious revival?
The speakers for this session both had to cancel at the last minute.  In their place a film was shown which dealt with the topic of spirituality in Russia.

The sixth session was called When do religious identities become dangerous?
The first speaker look at the religious situation in Azerbaijan, and his perspectives will be included in the conference report.

The second speaker addressed the topic via several avenues:

1. The place of Tradition in Post-Soviet and, Postmodern thought and practice. 

2. Religious Identity as a Symbol of Common Truth and Universal Truth.

3. Traditional Religious Identity in Historical Context. Nostalgia for the Golden Age.

4. Dangers of Always Looking Backwards (Islamic Radicalism as the Agony of Man-made Dogmas)

5. Restored Tradition as presumed Innovation (Traditional Context of the Ahmadiyya Muslim Thought)

The third speaker talked about the growth of Islamic radicalism in Muslim Eurasia. 

She pointed out that in the aftermath of the attacks on New York and Washington of 11th September 2001, Islamic radicalism, and Islamic fundamentalism in particular, have been at the centre of media, academic and political debate in the West, in the Islamic East and in post-Communist Eurasia. This debate, however, has been dominated by a decontextualized approach portraying Islamic radicalism as a homeless global force, disconnected from real people, places and histories. In reality, it has numerous regional and ethnic forms that are rooted in particular local cultural contexts, traditions, ways of life, and political and social structures. 

The paper was concerned with over 60 million ex-Soviet Muslims who inhabit Central Asia, the Caucasus and the Volga-Urals and who bear the scars of more than a century of Russian/Soviet political and cultural domination, which significantly mutated their Islamic beliefs and way of life. The majority of ex-Soviet Muslims profess so called popular, or traditional, Islam which presents a synthesis of Islam, pre-Islamic beliefs, adat (customary norms) and Soviet practices. In doctrinal terms the majority of them profess Khanfi maddhab (juridical school) of Sunni Islam, although most Dagestanis, Chechens and Ingush adhere to Shafi'a madhhab, while the majority of Azeris are Shi'ites. Most Dagestanis, Chechens, Ingush and a considerable number of Uzbeks and Tajiks are Sufis.

Since the collapse of Communist and the break-up of the USSR the ex-Soviet Muslim regions have been one of the most volatile and dynamic zones of Islamic radicalisation in the Islamic East.  It has emerged against the background of the dire deterioration in the social and economic situation and the formation of ineffective and corrupt post-Soviet regimes, which has created an ideological vacuum in the ex-Soviet Islamic regions (which traditionally had been highly subsidised by Moscow).  In the conditions of ideological vacuum and passivity and the complacency of the leaders of traditional popular Islam, radical Islam, represented by various forms of Salafi Islam (Islam of ancestors) has turned into a potent ideology of social protest. 

 For historical and social reasons the rise of Islam has been most intensive in the Ferghana Valley in Central Asia, which is administratively divided between Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, and the eastern North Caucasus, corresponding to the Russian autonomous republics of Dagestan, Chechnya and Ingushetiia.  In the Ferghana Valley the main agents of Islamic radicalism have been the Islamic Renaissance Party, the Islamic organisations of Adolat,  Islam Lashkarlari, Tauba, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), Hizb at-Tahrir al-Islamii and Akramiia  while in the North Caucasus they have been the Islamic Renaissance Party of Dagestan, the Islamic organisation of Al-Islamiia, the Islamic Jamaat of Dagestan, the party of Islamic Nation and the jamaats Shariat and Jennet. 

Salafis reject Sufism and do not recognise madhhabs. They accuse Islamic traditionalists of deviation from true Islam. Salafis advocate a creation of an Islamic state and view jihad as a primarily armed struggle. The paper asseses the political, social and cultural implications of the salafi-traditionalist dilemma facing the ex-Soviet Muslims.

The seventh session was titled Religion and Nation: What becomes of tradition in the era of “open societies?”

The first speaker addressed the situation in Russia regarding religious tradition, diversity and pluralism, by considering how the nation is divided by religion and yet united by difference.

The second speaker delivered a paper that dealt with the topic via the idea of cultural revival.  He also spoke about historical considerations and “contrasting voices.”
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