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 Kristina Stoeckl, The Russian Orthodox Church and Human Rights (Routledge 2014, 158 pp., 
 including index). 


Routledge new series, “Religion, Society and Government in Eastern Europe and the Former 
 Soviet States”, opens with Kristina Stoeckl’s The Russian Orthodox Church and the Human 
 Rights. Stoeckl is a researcher in Political Science at the University of Vienna. Her book 
 revolves around the 2008 Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) document on human dignity, 
 freedom, and rights. Due to regent political events in Russia and the Ukraine, the issue is 
 perhaps even more topical than the author and publisher expected. 


Stoeckl starts with a Habermasian concept ‘postsecular’. Roughly speaking it refers to a 
 situation in which institutions are secular but ideologies are not. That seems to be the case in 
 the present Russia, too. The ROC tries to claim influence upon profane institutions by 


‘translating’ its ideology in secular discourses, while institutions yield to, resists, reject, or 
 ignore them. The key concept, according to Stoeckl, is ‘human rights’, which divides 
 opinions, and people, to (conservative, religious) opponents and (liberal, mostly secular) 
 supporters of western understanding of the term; or so it seems. The reality is more 
 complicated as Stoeckl correctly notes (p. 1); and this more complex reality, the multiple 
 claims what makes up human rights is at stake in her study. More specifically, she maps out 
 the ways how the ROC has reinterpreted, and ‘orthodoxized’, the originally secular term, and, 
 to a lesser extent, how it has used it. The work reviewed consists of four analytical chapters 
 and an evaluation of the status, position and role of religion and human rights in postsecular 
 age as seen through the prism of the ROC. 


Chapter 1 presents the reasons why human rights is a thorny issue in Russia in general and for 
 the ROC in particular. Stoeckl first reminds the reader that during the Soviet period human 
 rights questions were absent from the ROC public statements; merely a few dissidents, such 
 as Gleb Yakunin, raised the issue. The Church, for its part, focused on declarations on peace 
 and disarmament, which were topical in the Soviet foreign propaganda too. For its 


propaganda purpose, the state allowed ROC to establish, in 1946, a disproportionate huge 
 Department for External Church Relations. In return, the Church had the ‘freedom’ to exist.  


After the Soviet collapse in 1991, the ROC singled out human rights, particularly freedom of 
religion. The main reason seemed to be the 1990 Law on Freedom of Conscience and 
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 Religious Associations, which put all religions on equal footing, thus jeopardizing the ROC’s 
 claims of representing the whole Russia. The Church, therefore, started to emphasize that 
 there are no rights without duties, and that rights are for communities rather than for 
 individuals. In the wake of growing nationalistic feelings, a substantial part of Russian 
 population evidently accepted this non-western and inclusively Russian stand of the Church. 


Next (ch. 2) Stoeckl traces the some eight-years-long process which ended with the document 
 The Bases of the Russian Orthodox Church’s Teaching on Human Dignity, Freedom and 
 Rights (2008). It may be summarized by stating that the document was the ‘child’ of the 
 Department for External Church Relations and its head, the current patriarch, Kirill. Its ‘birth’ 


was not easy, as the three main factions within the ROC – liberals, traditionalists and 


fundamentalists – were far from unanimous. The outcome represented (in place of rejecting) a 
 rather conservative and traditional rethinking of liberal values that emphasized the above-
 mentioned duties and communality over individuals’ private rights. In doing so, the document 
 defended the notion of Russian Orthodoxy as the ‘natural’ religion of Russians and the 


‘leading’ role of the ROC in the formation of ‘Russian’ values and worldview. In other words, 
 Stoeckl argues that with The Bases the Church moved to postsecular discussion by 


substituting western vs. Russian with secular vs. religious: human rights (as understood in the 
 West) are secular values that are not religiously (i.e., universally) valid. Moreover, in 2008 
 the ROC no more presented itself as the only opponent of secularism but had allied with 
 kindred spirits from the West (conservative Christians) and, although Stoeckl does not 
 indicate this, the East (traditional Muslims, particularly from Iran). The major argument of 
 this ‘union’ is familiar to xenophobic (but not necessarily religious) spheres of Europe as 
 well: religious pluralism is dangerous because it jeopardizes the religion (or rights) of the 
 majority. 


Third chapter analyses and interprets The Bases. The basic argument is that by issuing this 
 document the ROC tried to reclaim itself the ‘right’ to define what human rights really are 
 about, compared to their secular interpretations. The Church argued that human rights could 
 not be divorced from God, whereas secular views stated that, to borrow the term from Hans 
 Joas and also used by Stoeckl, the ‘sacredness of the person’ is somehow her natural quality. 


The discrepancy between these two views can be formulated as follows: human rights cannot 
 be a reason for coercing Christians into violation of God’s commandments (The Bases III.3). 


By claiming this, the ROC emphasized restrictions of human rights in favour of communal 
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 life, whereas secular views stressed individuals’ freedom of choice. What was new, or 


postsecular, was that the Church’s conclusion is flexible, or negotiable; on some occasions, 


‘human rights are … a potentially anti-religious and aggressive ideology’ (p. 81), whereas in 
 other cases they can be ‘protective rights for the Church’ (p. 83), or the society – but not for 
 individual persons. 


Next chapter (ch. 4) discusses the different bargaining strategies of the ROC, some (more 
 liberal) intended for foreign audiences abroad, others (more conservative) for internal publics. 


Stoeckl observes that with the so-called ‘Pussy Riot affair’ (a group of young women 


performing in February 2012 a ‘punk prayer’ in the Moscow Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, 
 symbolically heart of the ROC) the Church confirmed its adoption of postsecular discourse. In 
 its comments on the affair, instead of defending collective rights against ‘norm-breaking 
 individuals’ the Church pitted religious individuals’ rights against those of secular persons 
 (among which the Pussy Riot women were categorized); only the former could genuinely 
 have rights (cf. pp. 105-6).  


Stoeckl joins Charles Taylor in in her conclusion (ch. 5), that changes she pointed out are 
 indicative of a postsecular understanding of secularism, where the focus is no more in church-
 state relations but in how religions cope with pluralism and non-theologically based 


requirements of democracy. Earlier it was important for religious institutions to have state 
 backing for creating a homogenous society. Today it is important to know how to negotiate 
 with the others, secular or otherwise, who challenge ‘us’ with views that, after all, are not so 
 different from ours. 


In a sense, this kind of postsecular thinking is not new. For example, through centuries 
 Christians have faced ‘too close’ neighbours (Jews, ‘heretics’, Muslims, etc.) who they have 
 to had otherize and demonize in order to keep them at a distance and create a separate 


identity. Taylorian discourse is a scion of that history: why, after all, we should try to bargain 
 with the other instead of simply forcing our values upon them. But so is the ROC’s present 
 policy, too. A Taylorian, but also the Russian Church’s, answer could be that ‘[t]he other has 
 become so similar to myself that I cannot reject him or her without questioning myself’ (p. 


129). In other words, the novelty in postsecular discourse is its reflexivity in acting and 
handling pluralistic situations and the emphasis it lays on human beings as actors and creators 
of situations in which concepts like ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ are constantly reworked. 
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 However, as Stoeckl’s work shows, reflexive acting can lead to new forms of restricting 
 structures. 


To sum up, Stoeckl’s work is a good, and perhaps worrying, introduction to the ROC’s 
 present views on human rights. It is also a reminder that contemporary ‘return’ of religion on 
 public sphere is not merely about Islam’s influence or its ‘incongruity’ with democracy and 
 western values; also several forms of Christianity have their say in that debate. The book is 
 also a running start for a more in-depth analysis of various phases and cases of the ROC’s 
 reorientation in human right issues. It is desirable that a continuation follows. 


Teuvo Laitila 


Dept. of Orthodox Theology, University of Eastern Finland, Joensuu 
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