
Religion in Ukraine:  
political and historical  
entanglements

Introduction. 

U
kraine usually becomes the 
focus of the international 
media and lively scholarly 
interest when it undergoes 

some tremendous political and societal 
changes. Suffice to mention the year 2004 
when the Orange revolution was on front 
pages all over the world, or 2013-2014 
when mass protests — now known as the 
Euromaidan Revolution — followed by 
the Russian annexation of Crimea and 
the continuing war in Donbas came into 
the spotlight worldwide.1 What happened 
in Ukraine in the years 2018 and 2019 
drew considerably less attention both in 
international media and among scholars, 
although historically these years are no 
less remarkable than the years of mass 
unrests and regimes changes.

The year 2018 became a turning point 
not only in the church history of Ukraine 
but, more broadly, in the history of world 
Orthodoxy. In 2018 all official prepara-
tions were completed for the Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine to become an inde-
pendent church in communion with all 
other Orthodox churches in the world. 
On January 5, 2019, the official document 
that grants the church’s independence 

— called the Tomos — was given by the Ecu-
menical Patriarch of Constantinople to 
the newly established Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine. Thus, in 2019 the world wit-
nessed the birth of one more Orthodox 
Church, a rare event in church history. 

The whole discussion on religion in 
Ukraine, however, cannot be restricted 

simply to the questions of Orthodoxy. To 
grasp the scale of religious life of Ukraine 
we should broaden our perspective and 
look at the country from a bird’s eye view. 
In this introduction I want not only to 
introduce each article that comprises this 
special section but also to describe the 
religious situation in Ukraine, to give read-
ers a better grasp of the context which will 

be tackled in the articles. On this note, I 
should add an important disclaimer: it is 
not spirituality and religious belief as such 
that are in the focus of this special section. 
The purpose of this discussion is to put 
the question of religion into the focus of 
the studies which approach different as-
pects of Ukrainian reality today and show 
how an analysis of an intricate interplay 
between religion, politics, and society can 
help us better understand this reality.

Religious affiliation  
in numbers
According to the sociological survey 
conducted in 2018, about 72% of respon-
dents declared themselves as believers.2 
Compared with the number of believers 
in previous years, the overall number 
decreased somewhat from 76% in 2014, 
but religious leaders continue to enjoy 
the highest level of trust within Ukrainian 
society.3 Among believers, the most nu-
merous are Orthodox Christians (67.3%); 
9.4% of respondents declared that they 
belong to the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 
Church; 2.2% said they are Protestants; 
and 0.8% attend the Roman Catholic 
Church; 0.4% belong to Judaism.4  

The role of religion in the Ukrainian political landscape

BALTIC
 WORLDS

Baltic Worlds 2020, vol. XIII:2–3 Special section: The role of religion in the Ukrainian political landscape

Guest editor: 
Yuliya Yurchuk

“IN 2019 THE 
WORLD WITNESSED 

THE BIRTH OF ONE 
MORE ORTHODOX 
CHURCH, A RARE 

EVENT IN CHURCH 
HISTORY.”

special section



70

According to the Ukrainian census, 0.9% 
of the Ukrainian population follow Islam.5 
Less than 1% said that they follow other 
religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism or 
Paganism. In the previously mentioned 
sociological survey a further 11.0% de-
clared themselves non-religious or unaf-
filiated to any religion.

From the information above we can 
see how religious affiliation is distributed 
among the population. We see that three 
main religions — Christianity, Islam, and 
Judaism — which were present in the terri-
tory of the present-day Ukraine through-
out the centuries are not distributed even-
ly. Despite the differences in numbers of 
believers, however, all these religions and 
the religious organizations that represent 
them play an important role in the societal 
life of the country, with their leaders com-
menting on all political changes and dis-
cussing the country’s future perspective.

Religions in Ukraine from 
a historical perspective
Judaism appeared in the lands which are 
now Ukraine when Jewish traders trav-

eled to Greek colonies about 2,000 years 
ago.6 But it was in the 13th century that 
the Ashkenazi Jewish presence became 
significant here. Noteworthy is the fact 
that in the 18th century a new teaching 
of Judaism — Hasidism — originated in 
the Ukrainian lands. The significance of 
Ukraine as the place where Hasidism was 
established is difficult to overestimate, as 
hundreds of thousands of contemporary 
Hasidim come on pilgrimage to Ukraine 
to worship the memory of Rebbe Nach-
man, the founder of Breslov Hasidism, 
at his grave in Uman (a town in Central 
Ukraine). During the Second World War 
the Jewish population was exterminated 
in the Holocaust, leading to a total change 
of the cities’ demographical outlook: Be-
fore the war, a third of the biggest cities’ 
populations were of Jewish origin (15% of 
the population in the territory which is 
now Ukraine were of Jewish origin before 
the Second World War).7 Nowadays Jews 
comprise only 0.2% of the population of 
Ukraine (according to the census in 2001 
or 0.4% according to the Razumkov sur-
vey in 2018). Although not numerous, the 

Jewish community is well-organized and 
is especially active in memory politics in 
relation to the Second World War and the 
remembrance of the Holocaust victims. 
Two big organizations represent the 
Jewish community in Ukraine: the VAAD 
of Ukraine (Association of Jewish Civic 
Organizations and Communities) headed 
by the Soviet era dissident Josef Zissels, 
and the United Jewish Society of Ukraine 
headed by the oligarch Ihor Kolomoiskyi. 
The latter organization has an impressive 
cultural center in the city of Dnipro — Me-
norah — located in a huge building with a 
museum and the Tkuma research center 
which serves as a platform for academic 
conferences and as a publishing house for 
studies on Judaism in Ukraine.

LOOKING AT ISLAM, it was the Golden 
Horde (which at that time occupied a 
significant part of the territory of present 
Ukraine and adopted Islam as the state 
religion in 1313) and the Ottoman Empire 
(which conquered some of these ter-
ritories in the 1470s) that brought Islam 
to these lands. Crimean Tatars accepted 
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Islam as the state religion of the Golden 
Horde (1313–1502), and later ruled as vas-
sals of the Ottoman Empire (until the late 
18th century). During the Second World 
War, in May 1944, the entire Crimean 
Tatar population in Crimea was deported 
by the Soviet authorities on charges of 
collaboration with the Nazi regime. Those 
who survived the hard conditions of the 
deportation resettled in Uzbekistan and 
other republics of the Soviet Union. Many 
of the deported Crimean Tatars returned 
to Crimea in the late 1980s and early 
1990s.8 As mentioned above, 
only about 1% of population 
in Ukraine are Muslims. Most 
of them lived in Crimea where 
they comprised about 15% of 
the population.9 Many of them 
had to move from Crimea 
after the Russian annexation 
of the peninsula. They created 
their own centers in big cities 
and play an important role in 
the political and cultural life 
of the country.10 Nowadays, 
there are approximately 150 
mosques in Ukraine. There is no single 
administrative center which represents all 
Muslims in the country; instead there are 
five different Muslim organizations with 
different political interests and agendas.

AS STATED ABOVE, Christianity is a major-
ity religion in Ukraine. De facto, since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union up to 2018, 
there were four main Christian churches 
in Ukraine: 1) the Ukrainian Orthodox 
Church of Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) 
which remains dependent on the Russian 
Orthodox Church (ROC-MP), 2) the Ukrai-
nian Orthodox Church of Kyiv Patriarch-
ate (UOC- KP) which was established in 
1992 by the part of the clergy that diverged 
from the UOC-MP, 3) the Ukrainian Ortho-
dox Autocephalous Church (UOAC) which 
originated in 1921 parallel to Ukrainian 
aspirations to build an independent state 
in 1917-1922, and 4) the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church (UGCC) which emerged 
as a result of the Union of Brest in 1596 
between the Holy See and the Ruthenian 
Orthodox Church.11 During the Soviet pe-
riod, only the Russian Orthodox Church 
was tolerated by the state. In practice, the 

UOAC and the UGCC were banned (the 
UOAC was permitted up to 1930 and the 
UGCC was forced to unite with the ROC in 
1947; many priests of these churches were 
repressed or moved to the US or Canada 
where they were active in diaspora).12 
When the UOAC and UGCC were re-es-
tablished in Ukraine in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, the revival of these churches 
was closely connected to the national 
revival.13 The same can be said about the 
UOC-KP which appeared as consequence 
of the state’s independence.

It is between the Orthodox churches 
that the most tensions exist today. These 
tensions are often framed through histori-
cal narratives which are worth mention-
ing in more detail.14 Officially, the year 988 
is marked as the year when the Christian 
religion came to Kyiv Rus’, when Prince 
Volodymyr introduced Byzantine Christi-
anity in these lands. The choice of religion 
was fateful because it placed the Kyiv 
Church under the authority of the Mother 
Church in Constantinople.15 When Kyiv 
lost its political power as a result of the 
Mongol invasion, the  Metropolitan of Kyiv 
and All Rus’, Maximus, moved to Vladimir 
in 1299. His successor, Metropolitan Peter, 
moved his see to Moscow in 1325. All the 
Metropolitans of Kyiv were established 
by the decision in Constantinople and 
they all held the title of the Metropolitan 
of Kyiv and All Rus’ even if they had their 
sees in other cities. But in 1448 in Moscow, 
a Russian bishop, Jonas, was established 
as the Metropolitan of Kyiv and All Rus’ 
without Constantinople’s agreement. 
Not until more than a century later, in 
1589, did the Church in Moscow gain 
autocephaly from the Ecumenical See. 

That year, Metropolitan Job of Moscow 
became the first Patriarch of Moscow and 
All Rus’ (hence, “Kyiv” disappeared from 
the title). 

Parallel to these events, in 1458 in 
Kyiv (then the part of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania) the Rus’ Orthodox Church was 
established which was under the jurisdic-
tion of the Ecumenical See. In 1686 it was 
transferred to the jurisdiction of Moscow. 
In such a way, from 1686 up to the 20th 
century, Orthodox Christians in the lands 
which are now Ukraine belonged to the 

Church under the jurisdic-
tion of Moscow. When the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate, 
Bartholomew I of Constanti-
nople, granted autocephaly 
to the Orthodox Church of 
Ukraine (OCU) in January 5, 
2019, it was exactly the trans-
fer of 1686 that was annulled.

Although the president of 
Ukraine, Petro Poroshenko, 
tried to present the church 
independence gained during 
his presidency as his own 

victory, in reality, several factors came 
into play that finally resolved the fate of 
the Orthodox Church of Ukraine. These 
factors include the political will inside 
the country and the tensions in relations 
between Orthodox churches in the world 
that were caused by the Russian policy 
against Ukraine. The war in Donbas, the 
reluctance of the Moscow Patriarchate to 
condemn the war and to name Russia the 
aggressor in this conflict, and the decreas-
ing support of the Moscow Patriarchate 
among the people of Ukraine, all put the 
position of Orthodoxy itself at risk.16 Com-
pared to pre-2014 survey data, there was a 
dramatic decrease in numbers of people 
who stated that they belonged to the 
UOC-MP after Russian aggression against 
Ukraine since 2014.17 In yet another sur-
vey, people admitted that for them the 
UOC-MP was associated with the aggres-
sive Russian policy against Ukraine.18 In 
the same survey, most of the believers 
named the UOC-KP as “the only Church of 
the Ukrainian people”.19 In these circum-
stances, the Ecumenical Patriarch real-
ized that there was only one possible way 
to keep the millions of Orthodox people 
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in Ukraine in the embrace of the canoni-
cal Orthodox church: to recognize the 
church they formally chose as canonical. 
Formally, it is not the UOC-KP that gained 
independence, though. It was a newly 
established church that was granted the 
Tomos, but in practice it was the churches 
and parishes of the UOC-KP that formed 
the core of this new church.

The  many aspects of  
religion in Ukraine today
In the following articles and interviews, 
more nuanced questions of religion are 
discussed. In his essay, Andriy Fert takes 
up the question of the public presentation 
of the church’s independence in official 
discourses of political and ecclesiastical 
leaders. He argues that during the presi-
dency of Petro Poroshenko (2014—2019), 
the church independence was presented 
as a triumph of historical justice after 
centuries of repression and persecution. 
Hence, debates on church history were 
positioned in a framework of decoloniza-
tion and nationalization, which is in line 
with the politics of history conducted 
in Ukraine after the Euromaidan pro-
tests.20 Tymofii Brik’s study approaches a 
broadly debated question that was raised 
after the presidential election in Ukraine 
in 2019: Why then president Petro Poro-
shenko’s campaign, with the emphasis on 
religion and Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
independence as supported by most 
Ukrainians, did not resonate with the vot-
ers, who elected 
Volodymyr 
Zelensky with 
an overwhelm-
ing majority of 
75%. Brik shows 
that the Tomos 
did play a role 
in Poroshenko’s 
support but it 
was not enough 
for his victory. 
Alla Marchenko 
also approaches the presidential election 
2019 in her study. She noticed a paradoxi-
cal situation when international media 
writing on candidates took up the issue 
which was largely absent in the Ukrainian 
media — Volodymyr Zelensky’s Jewish 

affiliation. This suggests an interest-
ing observation of imaginaries about 
Ukraine shared in foreign countries, 
which are largely shaped by historical 
narratives that put anti-Semitism at their 
core. Michal Wawrzonek’s article sheds 
light on the social role of the Ukrainian 
Greek Catholic Church. He argues that 
although the church is not big in terms 
of the number of believers and parishes 
and is limited to the western region of the 
country, it is a strong actor in the coun-
try’s social life. Wawrzonek traces the 
church’s involvement in the most decisive 
moments of history of the country in the 
20th and 21st centuries and demonstrates 
that throughout history, this church had 
a powerful impact on social mobilization 
and resistance to authorities.

IN THE INTERVIEWS, two distinguished 
scholars of religion from Ukraine share 
their own ideas about the current re-
ligious situation in the country. Viktor 
Yelensky, a professor of religion who has 
published extensively on a vast range of 
religious issues, discusses the position of 
religions and different religious actors in 
the ongoing military conflict in Ukraine in 
a broader perspective of societal changes. 
He was the member of Ukrainian Parlia-
ment of the 8th convocation and a mem-
ber of the Ukrainian delegation to the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe. 

Sociologist Tetiana Kalenychenko, an 
expert in the 
field of religion 
and conflict 
resolution who 
works both at 
the University 
and in different 
NGOs, shares her 
experiences at 
different peace 
building projects 
and reflects on 
how religion can 

be instrumentalized in conflict transfor-
mation.

All these articles and interviews show 
the importance of including religion in 
the studies of societies and look closer 
into complex entanglements that reveal 
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Patriarch Bartholomew signing the Tomos.  
Epiphanius I of Ukraine (wearing a white klobuk) 
stands behind him.
PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS



by Andriy Fert

CHURCH 
INDEPENDENCE 
AS HISTORICAL 

JUSTICE
Politics of history explaining the meaning of 

the Tomos in Ukraine 2018–2019 



n 2014 Russia annexed the Ukrainian Crimea, and the war in 
the Donbas started. Russian propaganda emphasizing the 
common history of Ukrainians and Russians became a chal-
lenge to Ukrainian national security. In response, Ukraine 

officially employed a historical narrative describing Ukrainians 
as perpetual victims of and perpetual fighters against Russia, a 
people whose country was occupied first by the Russian Empire 
and then by the Soviet Union.1

This narrative was claimed to be “genuine history”, which 
had been hidden until recently behind Russian and Soviet 
myths. Combating these myths became 
a trend in Ukrainian politics of his-
tory after 2014. One of the myths to be 
dismantled was that of the “common 
Orthodox Church” for Ukrainians and 
Russians. Back in the late 1980s, Ukraine 
had only one Orthodox church — the 
Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), but 
with the collapse of the Union, some of 
its bishops and communities attempted 
to gain independence from Moscow 
and create a “national church.” This 
resulted in the schism which shaped the 
religious landscape of Ukraine from the 
1990s on. Three churches emerged from 
this schism: the UOC of the Moscow 
Patriarchate, the UOC of the Kyiv Patri-

archate and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church.2 Of 
these, only the Moscow Patriarchate was recognized by other 
Orthodox churches of the world as “canonical” — that is, legiti-
mate. If we consider that in Ukraine, as in other Eastern Euro-
pean countries, national and religious identities are intertwined, 
the subordination of the Ukrainian Church to Moscow in the 
conditions of a military conflict with Russia looks like a threat to 
national security and “historical injustice” for many Ukrainians 
who call themselves Orthodox. As a result, public demands for 
canonical recognition of the local independent churches grew 

stronger over the years after 2014.
In 2018/2019 President Petro Porosh-

enko did his best to take advantage of 
this. He urged that the Ukrainian church 
must be independent from Moscow and 
started the campaign to make it happen 
and so fulfil “300 years of Ukrainian 
aspirations” and “restore historical 
justice.” He turned to the Patriarch of 
Constantinople, asking him to grant the 
Tomos of autocephaly (independence) 
from Moscow, and actively supported 
the creation of the independent Ortho-
dox Church of Ukraine (OCU) in every 
possible way throughout that year. 

In this essay I’d like to discuss how 
the public use of history under Porosh-

abstract
This essay explores how the politics of 
history in the time of conflict between 
Russia and Ukraine empowered various 
actors of Ukrainian public life, from the 
president to religious leaders, to advocate 
for an independent Orthodox church 
as “long-awaited historical justice.” By 
deconstructing historical narratives 
employed in 2018–2019, it argues that 
church independence was placed within 
a broader context of decolonisation and 
overcoming the Soviet legacy.
KEYWORDS: Politics of history, Ukraine, 
orthodox church, Tomos

St. Michael’s Golden-Domed Monastery in Kyiv.  PHOTO: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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enko helped frame the pursuit of autocephaly as the restoration 
of historical justice. This is by no means a study about what actu-
ally happened in the 17th century when the Church metropolis 
of Kyiv became part of the Moscow Patriarchate, nor does it at-
tempt to assess the historicity of historical facts pronounced by 
Poroshenko and other actors who propagated the same ideas. 
Again, it is not about what happened, but rather about how vari-
ous institutions and talking heads in 2018/2019 described what 
had happened. So, this essay is about 
storytelling: how narrators build their 
story, what they include and what they 
exclude from it, the words they use, the 
parallels they draw.

TO THAT END, I analyze speeches, pub-
lications produced by several govern-
mental institutions (president, parlia-
ment, Ukrainian Institute of National 
Memory, Ministry of Education), and 
news in the media, as well as materials 
prepared by various educational projects in the field of history. I 
also pay attention to what was said by pro-Tomos churches and 
religious scholars/historians involved in the process of advocat-
ing for the Tomos in the public space.

Stolen history
One of the central notions in Ukrainian politics of history after 
2014 is that “our history” was stolen by Russia; once it was sto-
len, it was distorted in order to represent Ukraine as an insepa-
rable part of Russia. The anti-Russian patriotic mobilization of 
2014 gave birth to numerous state and civic initiatives, aimed at 
dismantling these distortions and “returning to the Ukrainian 
people its genuine historical memory.”

The most noticeable initiative in this regard was the Ukrainian 
Institute of National Memory (UINM) — a governmental institu-
tion under the executive branch. In 2014 it was mandated to 
cleanse Ukrainian history from Soviet myths, and since then the 
UINM team has promoted narratives about the heroic struggle 
of Ukrainians against Soviets and done its best to expose Russian 
myths about Ukrainian history.

Even though UINM dedicated its efforts mostly to “liberation 
movements” of the 20th century, they started a trend among 
the various actors involved in church issues of claiming that “for 
ages the Russian Empire, and then the USSR, have tried to ‘steal’ 
or ‘privatize’ (not only) the history of Ukraine as a whole,” but 
also “the history of the Ukrainian Church”, as Vitalii Klos from 
Kyiv theological seminary put it.3

“The ROC seeks to create a myth that the Metropolis of Kyiv 
is an invention of the late twentieth century, while that of Mos-
cow has a thousand-year history,”4 argued, for instance, Taras 
Antoshevskyi, editor-in-chief of Religious Information Service of 
Ukraine. 

The aim of this misrepresentation, according to another 
scholar, is quite simple — with the “Kyivan period of history” (be-
tween the 10th and 15th centuries) the Russian church looks older 

and thus more authoritative in the eyes of believers.5

President Poroshenko, himself an active proponent of the 
“stolen history” narrative, addressed parliament in 2018, un-
derscoring that “it was Ukrainians who first encountered ‘the 
light of the Christian faith, and only then did (they) share it 
with the Zalissia [area beyond the forest, borderlands of Kyivav 
Rus — AF], where the ancient princes of Kyiv had so recklessly 
founded Moscow’.”6 According to this logic, it is Ukraine that 

is older, not Russia, while the latter 
merely tries to appropriate Ukrainian 
history.

MOREOVER, as once again Taras An-
toshevskyi pointed out, the Russian 
church itself unintentionally sub-
scribed to this point of view, when “in 
1948, it celebrated the 500th anniver-
sary of the Moscow Metropolis.” So, as 
soon as Ukrainian church is recognized 
as independent, the theft of history will 

become apparent to everyone and “the history of the Russian 
Church will begin not with Kyivan Rus’ in the late ninth century 
but in 1448, the point at which it split from the Kyiv Metropolis,” 
said Filaret, head of the Kyiv Patriarchate.7

Once that happened, the proponents of the “stolen history” 
narrative unanimously agree, Russian orthodoxy would become 
“500 years younger”,8 “Moscow’s most ancient conceptual claim 
to world hegemony” would fall apart,9 and so Russians would be 
forced to “think about what they could offer to the world, apart 
from what they stole from us.”10

“Annexation of Kyiv Metropolis”
The “theft” of church history was made possible thanks to the 
narrative in which the Kyiv Church Metropolis itself was stolen 
by the Russian church. The transition of the Metropolis from 
Constantinople to Moscow’s rule in 1686 was repeatedly referred 
to as “loss of independence”11 or “annexation by Moscow” by 
various actors including the president and his advisers.12

As early as in 2016, the Ukrainian Parliament turned to Bar-
tholomew, patriarch of Constantinople, with a request for auto-
cephaly for the Ukrainian church. In their appeal, members of 
parliament, in particular, argued: 

On July 26, 2008, on your visit to our country to mark 
the 1020th anniversary of the baptism of Kyivan Rus, 
you, Your Holiness, in your appeal to the Ukrainian na-
tion [clearly outlined (AF)] your attitude toward the act 
of 1686, or as you put it, “annexation of [the Ukrainian 
Church] to the Russian state”.13

By placing the patriarch’s words in a radically new context in 
2016, namely the annexation of Crimea and the ongoing war 
with Russia, Ukrainian legislators drew a clear parallel between 
events of the 17th century and the current state of affairs: Rus-
sia annexed the Ukrainian Crimea in 2014; Russia annexed the 

“ONE OF THE 
CENTRAL NOTIONS IN 
UKRAINIAN POLITICS 

OF HISTORY AFTER 
2014 IS THAT ‘OUR 

HISTORY’ WAS STOLEN 
BY RUSSIA.”
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“THE FIRST VIOLATION 
WAS THAT THE 

RUSSIAN CHURCH 
MISINTERPRETED 
THE 1686 ACT OF 

TRANSITION.” 

Ukrainian church in 1686. These two historical injustices need to 
be corrected.

SUBSEQUENTLY, “annexation” took root in public discourse, so 
when in 2018 the Patriarch of Constantinople revoked the act of 
1686 upon Ukrainian request, Ukrainian media by and large re-
ported this news as “Constantinople called the annexation of the 
Ukrainian Church by Moscow illegal.” The same statement was 
repeated by church speakers14 and even by professional histori-
ans in their books.15

The president himself applied the term “annexation” in re-
gard to church issues, for instance in his opening speech at the 
council to establish the new Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine — a crucial symboli-
cal milestone on the way toward auto-
cephaly — in December 2018:

The Ecumenical Patriarch 
finally declared as illegal Mos-
cow’s annexation of the Kyiv 
Metropolis in the late 17th cen-
tury. His Holiness has declared 
that the Russian Orthodox 
Church has no canonical rights regarding the Ortho-
dox Church in Ukraine, and that our Orthodox Church 
should not be subject to the Russian Orthodox Church.16

Strong emphasis on the word “annexation” was usually accom-
panied by a list of Moscow’s violations of Kyiv’s rights. The first 
violation was that the Russian Church misinterpreted the 1686 
act of transition. As Radio Liberty pointed out in “Constantino-
ple-Kyiv-Moscow. Chronology of Church Relations”, the Ukraine 
project aimed at explaining church history in the light of the 
Tomos negotiations:

Patriarch Dionysius of Constantinople issued a letter 
transferring his right to ordain the Kyiv Metropolitan to 
the Patriarch of Moscow. The letter specified the condi-
tions of such transfer [...] Moscow, however, interpret-
ed this act as a complete transfer of the Kyiv Metropolis 
under its rule.17

These conditions required Moscow to preserve Kyiv’s privileges, 
to allow local clerics to elect the Metropolitan and to let them 
commemorate the Patriarch of Constantinople before Moscow 
during worship services. All of them — as the participants of the 
international roundtable assembled by the Ministry of Culture, 
the Orthodox Church of Ukraine and the National Academy of 
Sciences, put it in February 2019 — “have been violated by the 
Moscow Patriarchate.”18

In addition, the Moscow Patriarchate is represented as hav-
ing acted illegally while seeking to place Kyiv under its power. 
For example, according to BBC Ukraine, Moscow ambassadors 
bribed the patriarch of Constantinople to make him sign the 
act of transition,19 and Moscow authorities appointed a new 

metropolitan to Kyiv even before Constantinople gave them this 
right.20 And so, “by intrigues and coercion the tsarist authorities 
incorporated the Kyiv Metropolis into the Moscow Patriarchate” 
— as authors from the Ministry of Education summed up in their 
materials about the Tomos for schools.21

APART FROM “gross violation of canons”22, the annexation nar-
rative sometimes drew parallels between church-state coopera-
tion in Russia now and then. As Olexandr Sagan, a well-known 
expert on religion in Ukraine, stressed on several occasions, one 
of the “organizers of annexation” in the 17th century, Patriarch 
Joachim of Moscow, was a Reiter (cavalry officer in the Russian 

army at the time) before taking his 
monastic vows, who used to say “I am 
ready to fulfill and obey any orders of 
authority”.23 This portrayal of Joachim 
as a representative of the siloviki 
(military and security high-rankers in 
contemporary Russia), unquestion-
ably loyal to the authorities in the 17th 
century, perfectly mirror the public 
image of the current Patriarch Kirill 
of Moscow as an FSB agent promoting 

the Kremlin’s agenda in Ukraine.
In such a way, the annexation narrative underscores that the 

Ukrainian church was “illegally annexed” in the 17th century with 
help of bribes, its rights were violated in many regards, but none 
of the initiators of annexation “survived five years after that 
event. All of them were punished by God.”24 

Subjugation and Russification replace 
independence and national traditions
In historical narratives that frame the struggle for the Tomos, 
the “annexation” of 1686 turned the “natural” path of Ukrainian 
development into the “wrong” direction. The Ukrainian Church 
before 1686 is represented as independent and self-governed 
with its own unique traditions — one can easily observe this in 
numerous TV programs broadcast throughout the nation in 
2018/2019. 

The brief explanation of the history of Ukrainian Orthodoxy 
on the TV channel 24 argued: “Since its foundation in 988, the 
Kyiv Metropolis had been autonomous and had well-developed 
self-governance. (Its head) obtained extremely powerful rights 
and privileges, but traditionally he modestly called himself 
Metropolitan.”25

In a similar vein, the TV channel Priamyi, in its program 
about church history, admits that even though “Greeks sent 
from Constantinople were in charge of Kyiv Metropolis during 
the reign of Volodymyr, the situation changed with the accession 
to power of Prince Yaroslav the Wise. In 1051, Rus received the 
first Metropolitan of local origin — Hilarion. Metropolitan Hi-
larion left behind an important philosophical piece, ‘Sermon on 
Law and Grace’, which asserted the independence of Kyivan Rus 
and the Rus’ Church.”26

Before 1686, the independent Ukrainian Church maintained 
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“its own liturgy and its own traditions,” despite many difficulties, 
noted participants of the telethon “Unifying Council” on public 
broadcaster UA. Moscow itself broke away from this church in 
the mid-15th century.27

Not only independence in self-government, but also what 
was called European orientation, was “natural” for the Ukrai-
nian Church before 1686, according to this narrative. Over the 
whole period until 1686, Ukraine and its church are described as 
having been oriented toward Europe, just like modern Ukraine 
aspiring to the EU. President Poroshenko stated several times 
that “Prince Volodymyr’s decision to baptize Kyivan Rus (was) a 
genuine European choice”.28 And since contemporary Russia op-
poses Europe, by breaking away from the Russian church Ukrai-
nians will be able to return “the true meaning to the baptism of 
Volodymyr.”29 

THIS EUROPEAN CHOICE failed in 1686 when the Ukrainian Church 
was “annexed and occupied [...] Millions of believers were de-
ceived, the church that had been a connecting bridge with the 
Christian world was defrauded. Those clerics who had resisted 
the occupation were persecuted mercilessly,” as stated by the 
participants of the aforementioned international round table.30

Soon after that, following the proponents of this narrative, 
the Metropolitan of Kyiv lost his power over the Ukrainian 
dioceses;31 moreover, the Metropolis itself became just another 
“ordinary diocese” within the Moscow Patriarchate.32

As result, for a very long time Ukraine turned into a “Russian 
political and ecclesiastical colony”,33 which in its turn caused 
“the tragic processes of Russification and Ukrainian Orthodoxy’s 
loss of its uniqueness over the 18th and 19th centuries; any mani-
festations that did not conform to Russian church tradition were 

prohibited”,34 as the Ministry of Education outlined the situation 
in the materials about the Tomos for school teachers.

The emphasis on Russification is important to the narrative 
of “historical justice” which draws direct parallels between 
the past and the present. According to these logics, Russia had 
stolen history, and the church, and was now stealing the right 
of the local church to its own traditions and language. Perhaps, 
it is not a coincidence that, for example, the ICTV channel in its 
documentary “Tomos for Ukraine”, with the participation of the 
president, his adviser on church affairs Rostyslav Pavlenko, and 
the heads of the OCU, Epiphanius and Filaret, shows an excerpt 
from a history lesson devoted to Russification in the Kyiv theo-
logical seminary.35

Similar emphasis on Russification was made by Father Vitalii 
Klos from Kyiv Seminary, who claimed that the empire:

took away all that was most valuable, authentic, origi-
nal. And [the Empire (AF)] gave back, I would say, some-
thing “hollow”, distorted — some substitutes to distrib-
ute, to make sure everyone knew them. As a result, a 
holistic concept of Russian history emerged, certain 
traditions spread that we had never had in Ukraine, and 
instead our Ukrainian traditions were banned.36

Both state officials and churchmen of different ranks ap-
peared to share the view that long ago in the 17th century the 
Ukrainian church was forced to take the “wrong” path, which 
eventually lead to Russification and loss of independence in 
favor of Moscow, and this “historical injustice” was framed 
in present-day phrases from the vocabulary of the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict. 

The Tomos of autocephaly of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, signed by the Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew I on 5 January 2019.

An Eastern Orthodox Icon depicting Equal-to-
apostles Cyril and Methodius brothers as the 
Christian Saints.
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The Russian church created by the 
KGB vs the Ukrainian church born of 
national revolution
What would a story be without a villain who looks authoritative, 
but in fact is a fraud? The Russian church not only stole Ukraini-
an history; it also falsified its own history to conceal the unpleas-
ant details about state help in recognition of its patriarchal status 
and cooperation with godless communists. Throughout the 
entire period of the Tomos campaign and the emergence of the 
new autocephalous church, various actors in Ukraine exposed 
these two unpleasant details to undermine Moscow’s protests 
against Ukrainian autocephaly.

The story about how Moscow illegally split from Kyiv Me-
tropolis in the 15th century and then, with help from the Grand 
Prince of Moscow, forced the patriarch of Constantinople to 
recognize its independence could not have been better de-
signed to back up present-day Ukrainian state interference in 
the same business. 

It is telling in this context that the report by 1+1 — one of the 
most influential Ukrainian TV broadcasters — came under the 
title “Bribes, intimidation and deceit: how historically “auto-
cephaly” were granted to the Russian Church”, aired on January 
6, 2019 — the day when OCU was granted autocephaly.37

“Year 988 — Prince Volodymyr of Kyiv proclaims Orthodoxy 
the state religion of Kyivan Rus. In Moscow’s location at the time 
— only swamps,” states the reporter. “For five hundred years Kyiv 
remains the center of Orthodoxy from the east to the north.” 
Then the reporter introduces the fact that in the 15th century, 
Moscow itself split off from the Kyiv Metropolis, and no one rec-
ognized its independence at the time. And only:

… at the end of the 16th century Boris Godunov lures Pa-
triarch Jeremiah II from Constantinople, promising him 
protection against the Ottomans. For six months Godu-
nov holds Jeremiah in captivity, seeking his permission 
to establish the Moscow patriarchy. Under pressure, 

the patriarch agrees. In 1589, 
Moscow ambassadors give 
a bribe — countless [sorok 
sorokov — AF] fur coats and 
200 gold coins for proclaim-
ing the Moscow Patriarchate. 
However, the Russian Church 
do not receive the Tomos of 
autocephaly, only the letter 
proclaiming the Moscow Pa-
triarchate.

On TV channel 24 there was 
also a program on the Tomos 
that rightly concluded, that 
“the Russian Church is the 
daughter of the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church, but for centu-

ries it has claimed to have supreme ecclesiastical authority over 
the Ukrainian Church.”38

Another unpleasant page in Russian church history as dis-
cussed in the narratives on the Tomos directed at the Ukrainian 
public is that the Russian church was created by Stalin and 
remains the last relic of the Soviet Union. It is argued that this 
church collaborated with the Soviets in suppressing Ukrainian 
national identity and culture. The associative link between the 
Russian Orthodox Church and the USSR is difficult to overesti-
mate. The decommunization politics conducted by the UINM 
in 2015-19 has entrenched the view of the Soviet past with exclu-
sively negative characteristics of a “criminal totalitarian regime”, 
moreover, the “Soviet” in public discourse has more and more 
often become equated with the “Russian” — and, therefore, 
something negative.

AFTER THE SEVERE persecution of the church in the USSR in 
1920–1930s, “Soviet leader Joseph Stalin dramatically changed 
his attitude to the church. He met with the remaining bishops 
and approved of their desire to elect a Patriarch... The restora-
tion [of the Russian church took place] under the strict control 
of the Communist Party.”39 The ROC is presented as a means of 
suppression of other churches in Ukraine. Thus, it is stated that 
the “Stalin-created church” was used by the Soviets to liquidate 
the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church after World War II, as well 
as to suppress the Ukrainian autocephalous movement — those 
few elements of the genuine “Ukrainian movement” in the USSR.

Similarly, Katerina Shchotkina, a well-known Ukrainian col-
umnist covering church issues, reflected that “the ROC had been 
fully integrated into the USSR system. When the USSR collapsed, 
the ROC survived as did its structure.”40 This structure has appar-
ently lost its “spirituality [by creating] projects like Novorossiya, 
‘Russian World’ and Orthodox fascism, [and also proposing] the 
“canonization” of Vladimir Putin,” — as the UINM put it.41 With 
Russia-backed separatists in the east of Ukraine using Orthodoxy 
as a part of their ideology alongside the Soviet narratives of the 
“Great Patriotic War” and “fraternal peoples” to undermine 

The ruins of Korsun (Chersonesos) Crimea, a place where the East Slavic Christianity was born.
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Ukrainian independence, these arguments sounded pretty con-
vincing.

So, while presenting the Tomos, President Poroshenko also 
emphasized the connection between the ROC and Stalin: “Let 
them demonstrate their (ROC) Tomos! Where’s their Tomos? 
Signed by Stalin? That’s how they started. This is the truth and 
they can’t hide it.”42

FOLLOWING UP in his interview for “Focus” magazine, Poroshen-
ko stated: “We hate the stereotype that we are part of the Soviet 
or Russian empire.”43 The ROC as “the Soviet Church”, according 
to this approach, is something that still keeps Ukrainians in the 
Soviet-Russian empire, so it could not be considered part of the 
Ukrainian national past. Just as the historical narratives set by 
decommunization focused on resistance to Soviet power, the 
president also promoted the episodes of the church’s resistance 
to the Soviets. For example, he mentioned several times the 
episode of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Church, which emerged 
thanks to the Ukrainian National Revolution of 1917-21 and was 
destroyed by the Bolsheviks.

The historical continuity of the newly established OCU with 
the church destroyed by the Bolsheviks was promoted by the 
president and the newly canonized Ukrainian church through 
symbolic gestures. On January 18, 2019, during his visit to Cher-
kasy, the President, together with the head of the OCU, Metro-
politan Epiphaniy, unveiled a monument to the first head of the 
Ukrainian Autocephalous Church — Metropolitan Vasyl Lypkivs-
kiy (1864—1937). In his speech, he noted:

A Grand Design arose during the Ukrainian Revolution, 
when the government began the struggle for autoceph-
aly of the Ukrainian church [...] Vasyl Lypkivskiy with 
his like-minded clerics convened the First All-Ukrainian 
Church Council in Saint Sophia on October 14, 1921, 
[and proclaimed (AF)] autocephaly... Vasyl Lipkivskiy 
was elected Metropolitan of Kyiv and all Ukraine, the 
first head of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church. Moscow did not forgive Metropolitan Vasyl his 
efforts, his pro-state, pro-Ukrainian position, and his 
worship services in the Ukrainian language, and the 
73-year-old bishop was shot on November 27, 1937 and 
buried in a nameless grave.44

A slightly different pattern can be seen in the methodological 
materials of the UINM, prepared for schools in 2019. Dedicated 
to the centenary of the law “On the Higher Government of the 
Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church”, these materials 
paid as much attention as possible to the church activities of 
the Directory, the Ukrainian national government during the 
revolution.

But the student who was expected to read them could 
encounter the following passage: “In early February 1919, the Di-
rectory left Kyiv. The Bolsheviks, who were in confrontation with 
(Moscow) Patriarch Tikhon, at first supported the development 
of the national church in Ukraine. In this atmosphere, the First 

All-Ukrainian Church Council took place in October 1921; it pro-
claimed the creation of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church and elected Vasyl Lypkivskiy as its head.”45

Mentioning Bolsheviks supporting the UAOC was rather an ex-
ception from general trend. In public Bolsheviks usually entered 
the scene merely as destroyers of the Ukrainian church,46 never 
as its supporters.47

Conclusion
When I told my friend that I was going to write an essay on how 
exactly the Tomos of autocephaly has become a “restoration of 
historical justice”, she nearly choked and asked warily, “Don’t 
tell me you doubt that the Tomos is a restoration of historical jus-
tice” Well, that is telling. The war with Russia turned the modern 
conflict back into the past, and therefore any conversation about 
the past becomes a conversation about the present.

Responding to the historical narratives of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church and Russia about “fraternal peoples”, “the unity of 
the historical experience”, and “a common Orthodox culture”, 
Ukrainian actors created a narrative of resistance to the empire, 
and of opposition to “spiritual occupation.” In this narrative, 
Russia “stole” Ukrainian history and “annexed” the Ukrainian 
church. The strong parallels between modern warfare and the 
events of the distant past has made it possible to frame the To-
mos as long-awaited historical justice, which restored everything 
to its rightful place.

THIS NARRATIVE has grown up from the politics of history that 
Ukraine consistently implemented since 2014, and all main 
points of this politics are easily traced in it: Russia as the main 
“Other”; the emphasis on resistance; not “common historical 
experience,” but occupation, etc.

Unlike the politics of history in general, in the case of the his-
torical framing of the Tomos, the narrative was created by a huge 
number of different actors — from the president and the Ministry 
of Education to the media and religious scholars acting as talking 
heads. But surprisingly, it was very holistic and enjoyed equal 
support among the political elite and the expert community. 
With the Russian invasion in the background, when “being Or-
thodox is very or somewhat important to truly be a national in 
the country”, recognition of the autocephaly of “our church” 
from Moscow could not help but become a “restoration of his-
torical justice” in the eyes of so many.

Answering my friend’s question, I would say that, in some 
way, the Tomos really brought a kind of historical justice to 
Ukraine. The struggle for recognition of the autocephaly and 
the enormous attention paid by so many people worldwide 
have shaped and promoted the narrative about the Ukrainian 
church fighting for its independence for centuries. This narra-
tive — though with a lot of surprising oversimplifications — went 
far beyond the Ukrainian context, and finally challenged for the 
very first time the only authoritative source about the history of 
the Ukrainian Orthodoxy: the Moscow Patriarchate. ≈
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kraine has been under the spotlight for last couple 
of years. The ongoing conflict with Russia, recent 
elections, and the US impeachment sparked interest 
in Ukraine among media and experts. A significant 

portion of this attention was received by the new Ukrainian 
president Volodymyr Zelensky who won 73% votes in the second 
round of the election in April 21, 2019, defeating the incum-
bent candidate Petro Poroshenko. His surprising victory was 
as intriguing as Poroshenko’s overwhelming defeat.1 Usually, 
pundits explain Poroshenko’s debacle 
with many variables including his fail-
ures to deliver some key policies and 
a misleading campaign.2 This article 
is focused on the latter. His campaign 
was biased towards national identities 
and stressed the importance of the 
independent autocephalous Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine (OCU). The slogan 
“Army, Language, Faith” serves as an 
eloquent illustration of this point. More-
over, Poroshenko took a lot of credit for 
the success of the Tomos — the official 
document that grants canonical inde-
pendence to the OCU. His emphasis on 
this issue during the campaign was even 
given the nickname “Tomos Tour”.3 
At the same time, the idea of the OCU 
became more popular among Ukraini-
ans.4 Therefore, a question begs for an 
answer, as Jose Casanova puts it: “Why 
didn’t Petro Poroshenko’s direct — and 

popular — effort in attaining the Tomos translate into electoral 
support?”.5 However, this question is misleading as I will show, 
backed up with data. In fact, the Tomos did increase support 
for Poroshenko. However, the effect was small. The data at indi-
vidual level (surveys) show that increased support for the OCU 
correlated with greater support for Poroshenko. Moreover, the 
data of transitions of parishes (from the Moscow Patriarchate to 
the OCU) also shows more support for Poroshenko at those pre-
cincts where a transition happened. Drawing on the literature 

in political sociology and the micro-to-
macro transition, I propose the hypoth-
esis that competition between Orthodox 
jurisdictions was a necessary condition 
to ensure a link from the Tomos to elec-
toral support for Poroshenko.

The role of religion  
in Ukrainian politics
Considering Poroshenko’s campaign, 
researchers pointed out that it engaged 
with national narratives and identity 
politics featuring slogans of “Army, 
Faith, Language” and promoting the To-
mos.6 The term identity politics is quite 
broad and is typically reserved by West-
ern scholars and activists for political 
representation based on religion, race, 
or social background instead of party af-
filiation or ideological disputes. It is also 
used for disadvantaged or even threat-
ened social groups in their struggle for 

abstract
To what extent did Poroshenko’s efforts 
in creating an independent and canonical 
Orthodox church translate into national 
electoral support? A survey conducted 
before the first round of elections and a da-
taset of parish transitions to the Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine (OCU) are employed to 
address this question. The data suggest 
that the Tomos did increase support for 
Poroshenko. However, this effect was 
small. Drawing on the literature in micro-to-
macro transition, I propose the hypoth-
esis that actual transitions of parishes at 
the level of precincts were a necessary 
condition to ensure a link from the general 
support for the Tomos to electoral support 
for Poroshenko.
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social equality or representation (e.g., people of color, LGBTQ, 
women). In Ukraine scholars use the term identity politics when 
they study national and local policies or public communication 
about state symbols, historical narratives, and national heroes. 
Language and religion are also a part of identity politics to the 
extent they are connected with state and national symbols.7 Po-
roshenko’s efforts to exploit identity politics were a continuation 
of the long-established trope of appealing to national issues in 
Ukrainian political campaigns. Since early studies in the 1990s8 
and 2000s,9 scholars have consistently registered that religion 
is deeply connected with Ukrainians’ electoral preferences. As 
Yelensky10 pointed out, since the late 1990s followers of the UOC-
MP were more likely to vote for anti-Western and pro-Russian 
parties such as the communists and the Progressive Socialists. 
Moreover, the church has become one of the most trusted insti-
tutions in the eyes of Ukrainians11 with a growing influence on 
civil society in Ukraine,12 while also being increasingly present in 
public speeches of Ukrainian politicians.13 Historically, this pro-
cess of increasing influence in the secular and public domains 
was connected with the leading role of the church in the process 
of national-state building.14

ONE OF THE SIGNATURE features of Ukrainian religious life has 
been its pluralism.15 From the early 1990s till 2018, the Orthodox 
church in Ukraine co-existed with the Greek Catholic Church, 
the Roman Catholic Church, various Evangelical and Protestant 
churches, and smaller groups of Muslims and Jews. Moreover, 
the mainstream Orthodox church was split in three jurisdic-
tions: the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate 
(UOC–MP), the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Kyivan Patriarch-
ate (UOC–KP), and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox 

Church (UAOC). In different years and in different regions, this 
competition sometimes manifested in confrontations.16 This 
complex and plural configuration was institutionalized with the 
formation in 1996 of the All-Ukrainian Council of Churches and 
Religious Organizations (ACCRO), which also played a very active 
role during the Euromaidan in 2014.17 Thus, religious pluralism 
has been tied with Ukrainian public and political spheres for 
a long time. It is worth mentioning that active competition be-
tween Orthodox jurisdictions contributed significantly to grow-
ing religious identities of Ukrainians.18

Therefore, Poroshenko’s attempt to win voters’ hearts with 
national and religious narratives was quite logical, given the 
whole history of religious revivals in Ukraine, the connection 
between religion and national state building, and previous elec-
toral history. A careful investigation of his campaign by Denys 
Shestopalets19 showed that basic ideas in Poroshenko’s public 
statements were previously expressed by former President Vik-
tor Yushchenko and by the founder of the UOC-KP, Patriarch 
Filaret.20 Interestingly, this research shows that Poroshenko’s 
statements about the Orthodox church can be divided in two 
distinct periods: before and after April 2018. Initially, his rhetoric 
was calm and neutral; then he started framing autocephaly as 
not a religious but a political issue. He connected the political 
independence of Ukraine with the autocephalous status of the 
Orthodox church, while also arguing that autocephaly would be 
an important protection against Moscow’s influence.

SINCE UKRAINIAN POLITICIANS do not have the authority to grant 
any Orthodox church its independence and autocephaly, it was 
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople who 
signed the Tomos in 2019.21 The role of Poroshenko and his team 

The former president of Ukraine, Pyotr Poroshenko, talks with Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. PHOTO: PRESIDENT.GOV.UA
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Who supported the new Orthodox Church of Ukraine? In the 
Vox Populi data which we analyzed the distribution of religious 
groups was the following (Table 2). In the same vein to reviewed 
polls and research, most of our respondents belong to Orthodox 
church with no partitions (34 percent) and the Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine (22 percent).

Table 2. 

Religious affiliation (n=1,200)

Religious group Percentage

Orthodox with no partition 34%

Orthodox Church of Ukraine 22%

Moscow patriarchate 16%

Greek Catholics 10%

Atheists 10%

All other answers 8%

Looking at the regional distribution of OCU supporters, they 
were mostly concentrated in Center, Western, and Northern 
Ukraine. They had much smaller representation in the East 
and South when compared to all other religious groups. They 
were quite similar to all other religious groups in terms of basic 
demographics such as age and gender.; i.e. mean age of 47-48 
with mostly women, 56%-58% respectively. In contrast, a group 
of Ukrainians atheists comprises a younger and mostly male 
population. 
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in this process was pivotal. They made a lot of diplomatic efforts 
to convince Bartholomew and Ukrainian political elites that the 
OCU had to be organized. Moreover, Poroshenko played a criti-
cal role in convincing Filaret (head of the Kyivan Patriarchate at 
the time) to step aside from a competition for the leadership of 
the OCU and to pass this appointment to Archbishop Epiphanes. 
Nevertheless, it was also a convenient historical moment shaped 
by the changing power dynamics within global orthodoxy, 
which pushed the Ecumenical Patriarch to reclaim his canonical 
primacy over the Metropolinate of Kyiv, against the competing 
claims of the Moscow Patriarchate. Moreover, after the Russian 
annexation of Crimea as well as Russian involvement in the con-
flict in Donbas, Ukrainian political elites and intellectuals were 
inclined to work towards the unification of Ukrainian orthodoxy 
in a new autocephalous Orthodox Church of Ukraine.

THE UKRAINIAN NATION reacted quite positively to the idea of a 
new independent Orthodox church. Polls showed that 43.9% of 
all Orthodox respondents supported the OCU. Another 15.2% 
claimed affiliation with the Moscow Patriarchate, and quite a 
large proportion, 38.4%, claimed to be “simply Orthodox”.22 At 
the same time, previous studies showed that ordinary non-MP 
Orthodox Ukrainians also displayed nationalistic preferences 
(in terms of language usage or voting for more pro-Ukrainian 
parties).23 Therefore, it was natural to expect that such na-
tional support for the Tomos would have a significant effect on 
electoral support for Poroshenko. Yet, Petro Poroshenko lost 
significantly. Perhaps his defeat was the reason why researchers 
by default dismissed religion as an important variable in their 
studies. For instance, exit polls and representative surveys were 
mostly focused on such variables as region, age, gender, educa-
tion, and ignored religion altogether. Thus, there was little study 
of the actual influence of religious preferences. Many published 
polling data or analyses by pundits and researchers entirely 
omitted the variable of religion. Yet, many have taken for grant-
ed that religion did not play any role in the elections. However, 
the simple fact that Poroshenko lost does not mean that religion 
did not play a role. I will briefly investigate and discuss this is-
sue in this article. The empirical part of this article is focused on 
some descriptive statistics to navigate future discussions. More 
research could be done in future with possible additional control 
variables and inferential models. 

Survey data evidence
From March 7th to March 17th, 2019 a polling agency, Vox Populi, 
conducted a relatively small national survey on behalf of the ana-
lytical think-tank Vox Ukraine. The fieldwork was supported by 
the International Renaissance Foundation as a part of the project 
“Ukrainians on the Political Compass”. The size of the sample 
is 1,200 with an error margin of no more than 3%. This survey 
is representative of the urban and rural population of Ukraine. 
Although the main focus of this survey was political ideology, it 
also included a question about religious affiliation. Despite the 
relatively small size of the sample, it was comparable with other 
larger polls regarding the electoral predictions (Table 1).

Vox Populi,
March  
7-17,  
2019,  
N=1,200

KIIS,
March  
20-26,  
2019,  
N=1,600

Rating,
March  
22-27,  
2019,  
N=3,000

Central 
Election 
Commission 
of Ukraine, 
Official 
results, March 
31, 2019

Volodymyr 
Zelensky

21.3% 17.8% 20.6% 30.24%

Petro 
Poroshenko

13.2% 11.7% 12.9% 15.95%

Yulia 
Tymoshenko

11.6% 8.3% 13% 13.4%

Yurii 
Boiko

7.3% 7.1% 7.4% 11.67%

Anatolii 
Hrytsenko

6.5% 5.4% 7.4% 6.91%

Table 1. 
If the presidential elections were held next Sunday and the following 
candidates were presented, who would you vote for?



87peer-reviewed article

Table 3. 
Socio-demographic profile by religious groups

Religious group Orthodox 
Church of 
Ukraine
(N=266)

All other  
religious 
groups
(N=811)

Atheists
(N=123)

Men 44% 42% 68%

Women 56% 58% 32%

Mean age 48 47 41

East 6% 14% 29%

South 11% 16% 20%

North 17% 12% 10%

Center 34% 25% 24%

Kyiv 4% 7% 12%

West 28% 26% 5%

Total 100% 100% 100%

How did they support political candidates? Table 4 shows the top 
5 choices of respondents by religious affiliation. There is a clear 
tendency that Ukrainians who identified with the new Orthodox 
Church of Ukraine supported Poroshenko far more than any 
other group. They also showed less support for Zelensky. Nota-
bly, their support for Hrytsenko was quite small, even though he 
was a popular candidate in some Western Ukraine cities. Thus, 
one could argue that religion was a stronger predictor for swing 
voters between Poroshenko and Hrytsenko than region.

Table 4. 
Top 5 candidates by religious groups

Religious 
group

Orthodox 
Church of 
Ukraine 
(N=266)

All other 
religious 
groups
(N=811)

Atheists
(N=123)

All
(1200)

Petro  
Poroshenko 24% 11% 6% 13%

Volodymyr  
Zelensky 17% 22% 26% 21%

Yulia  
Tymoshenko 14% 12% 4% 12%

Hard to say,  
undecided 13% 15% 17% 15%

Anatolii  
Hrytsenko 7% 7% 2% 7%

The same variables presented above can be utilized in a simple 
logistic regression model for the simple purpose of testing the 
significance of their effects. More thorough investigation needs 

to be done if one would like to model which variables can pre-
dict voting for Poroshenko. A better model should include more 
contextual variables and be more theoretically driven. Table 5 
presents a series of simple models just to recapitulate the dis-
cussion about the socio-demographic profile and religiosity of 
respondents.

These models include the following variables: log of age; 
gender (man = 1, women = 0), language (Ukrainian = 1, all other 
languages = 0); region (combined “East and South”, combined 
“North and Center”, West, Kyiv); religion (the OCU, all other re-
ligious groups, atheists). The dependent variable is the probabil-
ity of voting for Poroshenko if the elections were next Sunday.

In line with what was already discussed above, both “other 
religious groups” and atheists tend to show less support for Po-
roshenko than the supporters of the OCU (reference category). 
East/South regions (reference category) also tend to show less 
support for Poroshenko when compared to North/Center and 
Western regions. Men and Ukrainian speakers tend to have high-
er support for Poroshenko than women and people with other 
language preferences (including the mix of Russian and Ukrai-
nian) respectively, whereas age does not play a significant role.

Table 5. 
Probability of voting for Poroshenko and basic socio-demographic 
variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Intercept -1.83 (0.80)* -3.96 (0.81)*** -3.82 (0.88)***

Religion (reference - OCU)

Other religious 
groups -0.89 (0.17) *** -0.77 (0.17)***

Atheists -1.60 (0.37) *** -1.13 (0.39)**

Region (reference - East/South)

Kyiv 0.56 (0.41) 0.42 (0.42)

North/Center 1.15 (0.24) *** 0.64 (0.25)*

West 1.60 (0.25) *** 0.94 (0.27)***

Male 0.36 (0.16)*

Ukrainian 
language 1.06 (0.25)***

Log of age 0.25 (0.20) 0.35 (0.21) 0.32 (0.21)

AIC 1,053 1,040 999

Signif. codes: 0 ‘***’ 0.001 ‘**’ 0.01 ‘*’ 0.05 ‘.’ 0.1 ‘ ’ 1

For the sake of illustration, Figure 1 plots predicted probabilities 
for Model 1 and Model 2, respectively. These figures also plot 
confidence intervals for each estimate. In case of Model 2 (im-
age to the right) one can see that confidence intervals of some 
regions overlap significantly, thus the role of regions in predict-
ing the probability of Poroshenko’s support is not so salient. The 
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difference between Western and Eastern/Southern regions is 
salient, while differences between other regions are not clear. In 
contrast, Model 1 shows quite a salient difference between the 
OCU supporters and everyone else. All in all, the role of religion 
seems to be more salient vis-a-vis the role of regions. However, 
more investigation is needed to include other variables as well.

Contextual data  
of religious transfers
Ukraine has witnessed a considerable amount of church com-
petition between the Orthodox jurisdictions.24 Comparative so-
ciological literature on church competition makes a strong case 
that in a competitive environment, religious actors are more 
active, i.e. they adapt to the needs of their congregations. Con-
sequently, people tend to be more loyal and active participants 
of religious communities.25 Moreover, when church competition 
is present, religious organizations simply cater to more specific 
niches, which again maximizes the number of religious partici-
pants in a given territory.

IN THE UKRAINIAN CONTEXT, the Tomos cannot be separated from 
the process of church competition. At the national level, clergy, 
intellectual and political elites championed structural changes 
to the Orthodox church in Ukraine, arguing that all jurisdictions 
must join one single autocephalous church. This idea caused a 
series of protests and public debates, since not all religious and 
political groups agreed to the change.26 To date, there is no re-
search on the actual motivation of those parishes that changed 
their affiliation from the Moscow Patriarchate to the OUC. Their 
commitment to the Tomos may have had different reasons. The 
transition could have been promoted by local priests or by com-
munity members themselves. The support of local political activ-
ists could also have played some role. Regardless the motivation 
and key actors, in the end some communities were exposed to 
the process of religious transformation. Did this exposure have 

any effect on electoral outcomes? This question can be analyzed 
with the data from the precincts.

For this exercise, I refer to the data on the transition of par-
ishes from the Moscow Patriarchate to the Orthodox Church of 
Ukraine. A map of such transitions was published online and 
has been used by the research community.27 These data should 
be treated carefully. They are based on media and sometimes 
self-made reports by the local activists. They may include both 
transitions and attempted transitions as well as ongoing transi-
tions. Also, a few transitions were registered after the elections. 
Nevertheless, for the purpose of this article, I treat these data 
as a signal of church competition and exposure to religious 
change.

These data of religious transitions are merged with the data 
on electoral results for the second round of elections at the level 
of precincts. Overall, there are 510 cases of transition in the final 
dataset (Table 6). 510 is a relatively small number. In total, the 
dataset has 29,965 observations (excluding foreign electoral 
precincts).

Table 6. 
Transitions from the Moscow Patriarchate to the Orthodox Church of 
Ukraine

Region City Village/Small town

East 1 6

South 1 14

North 0 81

Center 1 167

West 0 237

Kyiv 2 –
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Figure 1. 
Predicted probabilities for voting for Poroshenko: Model 1 and Model 2.

P
re

di
ct

ed
 P

o
ro

sh
en

ko

P
re

di
ct

ed
 P

o
ro

sh
en

ko

age age

0.4 0.4

0.3 0.3

0.2 0.2

0.1

20 2040 4060 6080

OCU
West

NorthCenter

EastSouth

Kyiv
Other

Atheist

80

0.1



89

In terms of precincts, the dataset includes only 1.7% of such 
places where a church made a transition (in a village or in a city 
nearby the precinct). Yet, a closer look at these few cases can 
reveal something interesting. Figure 2 plots the total number 
of transitioned churches (x-axis) and the average vote for Poro-
shenko (y-axis) for each oblast. Oblasts are classified by regions 
and marked on a plot with colors and shapes. 

FIGURE 2 SHOWS that the correlation at the level of oblasts is 
quite modest. The West and Kyiv gave Poroshenko a lot of votes 
regardless of the number of transitions. However, other regions 

display an interesting pattern. 
Moving from East to South and 
then to North and Center, we 
see more support for Poro-
shenko in oblasts with more 
transitions. 

This pattern is better seen 
at the level of precincts. Please 
note that in some regions, the 
number of transitions was 
very small (back to Table 6). 
Nevertheless, it is interest-
ing to compare a few villages 
where the Tomos was taken 
seriously against other local 
territories (Figure 3).

Figure 3 shows the support 
for Poroshenko in each region in places where transition did not 
happen versus places where transition happened. In all regions 
except Western Ukraine, the pattern is the same — places with 
the effect of the Tomos displayed higher levels of support for Po-
roshenko. Western Ukraine gave a lot of voices to Poroshenko in 
all precincts, regardless of religious transition. 

A few simple observations from the data:
Local territories (especially villages) that supported Porosh-

enko were also engaged in the Tomos.
The data does not show causality. However, it is clear that the 

Tomos and support for Poroshenko were linked, especially in 
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Figure 2. 
Number of transitions and support for Poroshenko

Figure 3. 
Median support for Poroshenko at the level of precincts by church transitions (by regions).
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small villages. This connection was seen in all regions, especially 
in the North and Center. Western Ukraine was the exception. 
Most likely the effect of the Tomos there was redundant since the 
local population already supported Poroshenko.

Summary and implications
After Poroshenko lost the 2019 elections, some experts argued 
that his emphasis on identity politics and the Tomos during the 
campaign was a mistake because this message did not resonate 
with Ukrainians. At the same time, researchers observed that the 
Ukrainian population largely supported the idea of the Tomos 
and the UOC. Moreover, extensive sociological scholarship has 
long argued that religion is a crucial component of the Ukrainian 
political process. Thus, a conundrum was posed: how come such 
popular efforts in attaining the Tomos did not translate into elec-
toral support? The assumption that the Tomos did not pay off for 
Poroshenko seems to be based on a simple observation that he 
lost. However, this does not mean that there was no effect at all. 
Surprisingly, to date there was no systematic empirical effort to 
evaluate the effect of the Tomos on elections: was it absent allto-
gether, was it restricted to some particular groups of people, or 
was it constrained by some structural conditions?

IN THIS ARTICLE I addressed this issue and employed two datas-
ets: (1) a survey conducted before the first round of elections; 
(2) a merged dataset of church transitions (from the Moscow 
Patriarchate to the UOC) at the level of villages/cities with the 
electoral results at the level of precincts. The data show that 
the Tomos and the UOC did influence electoral preferences and 
electoral behavior. The survey dataset confirms that people 
who identified with the UCO also supported Poroshenko. Thus, 
religious preferences did play a role in shaping electoral at-
titudes. According to the second database, those places where 
churches changed their affiliation from the Moscow patriarch-
ate to the UOC also showed higher support for Poroshenko (es-
pecially in central Ukraine).

The main implication of these findings is that the Tomos did 
play some role. It would be wrong to say that it did not. How-
ever, the effect was small and was limited to a small number of 
places where religious transition actually happened. Therefore, 
researchers could ask new empirical questions to explore the 
role of religion further: (1) Why did transitions happen in these 
particular places? Is there any omitted variable that can explain 
both religious transition and the support for Poroshenko in these 
villages/cities? (2) What was the mechanism that channeled 
people’s religious preferences into electoral support for Porosh-
enko? 

Possible answers to this question can be derived from the 
literature in political sociology and social movements as well as 
the broader theoretical literature on micro-to-macro transitions. 
The first stream of the literature is occupied with the big ques-
tion of how people are mobilized for collective action (such as 
voting). This literature is vast and points to the importance of 
social background, grievances, resources, media, political cam-
paigns, and opportunities for mobilization. The takeaway point 

here is that there could be a small group of people with stronger 
preferences for certain ideologies, religious worldviews, and po-
litical candidates. It is likely that this particular group of people 
found Poroshenko’s campaign appealing. Therefore, the Tomos 
did translate into electoral support, but the size of the group was 
small and not enough to bring victory. Still, this is not the same 
as saying that there was no effect at all.

ANOTHER LINE OF LITERATURE is rather broad and points to the 
fact that both individual agency and social structures must 
be considered. Although this framework is popularized in 
sociology under the label of analytical sociology,28 it is also 
quite common in social movement studies.29 According to 
this theory, a change at the macro level (e.g. a link from the 
Tomos to Poroshenko’s electoral success ) requires specific 
opportunities and incentives for people to behave in a cer-
tain way, and that their behavior should be mediated by 
structural and institutional conditions. In simple words, in 
some cases support for the Tomos did boost support for Po-
roshenko, and in some places it did not. To give an example, 
perhaps there were not enough structural opportunities for 
people who supported the Tomos also to vote for Poroshen-
ko. For example, imagine a scenario where for some reason 
Poroshenko did not campaign strongly in a region inhabited 
by pro-Tomos Ukrainians while campaigning in those places 
where people did not care much about the Tomos. Such a 
mismatch clearly constrains incentives of potential support-
ers to actually vote for Poroshenko while not offering any 
strong incentive to his opponents. Another example could 
be if local priests decided to oppose the Tomos. In this sce-
nario, the local population that supported Poroshenko did 
not feel that their religious preferences were catered for, 
which discouraged them from voting for their candidate.

In all these scenarios, personal preferences that are mani-
fested in surveys are clearly not enough to produce electoral 
support. These preferences should be channeled at the level of 
precincts with favorable incentives. Therefore, religious prefer-
ences for the UOC should interact with electoral preferences 
and also meet actual change at the structural level (church 
transition). My data analysis is indicative that when people have 
already strong electoral support for Poroshenko, then the addi-
tional effect of religion is not significant (i.e. Western Ukraine on 
Figure 3). However, when people live in other regions with lower 
support for Poroshenko and their personal preferences match 
with structural changes, then their preferences are more likely 
to be transformed in electoral support.

Caveats and prospects  
for further research
My analysis, of course, is limited to simple descriptive exercises. 
Moreover, my final propositions are drawn on the literature and 
my interpretation of the descriptive statistics. Such analysis is 
at risk of omitting confounding effects. For example, one could 
argue that the observed patterns could be partially explained by 
social capital and peer pressure, i.e. people in smaller villages 
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coordinate better in deciding on local agendas, including which 
church to support or whom to vote for. More robust hypothesis 
testing is necessary to advance this research agenda. ≈

Tymofii Brik is an Assistant Professor of policy research, 
Kyiv School of Economics
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by Yuliya Yurchuk

ou are both a researcher and an expert working with conflict resolution projects. You directly apply 
your academic knowledge to solving practical issues. Can you tell us more about your own position as a 

scholar and as an engaged citizen? Can we say that you are both an activist and a researcher? 

“First of all, I wouldn’t say that I am a hundred-percent academic because now I am more engaged in projects 
outside academia than in work at the University. My work for NGOs occupies much more of my time than my 

work in academia. On the other hand, I cannot say that I am an activist. I think that I am very privileged to be 
able to combine academic work with projects outside academia. My knowledge as a researcher enriches the prac-
tice. I implement some theoretical ideas in practice and see how they work in the projects. The work with NGOs, on 
the other hand, gives food for reflection in my research. Coming back to the question whether I can call myself an 
activist: During the period before I became fully immersed in academia, before defending my PhD-dissertation, I 
would say that I was an activist. It was especially obvious during the Maidan protests. During the protests on Maidan 
I was a volunteer. Later in 2014–2015 during the conflict in Donbas I also volunteered and worked together with 
chaplains on the front line. I also helped families who suffered because of the conflict. I was very active in all the vol-
unteer work. During that period, I would definitely call myself an activist.

“But in 2015 I started to work professionally in the civil society sphere. That was the point when I stopped being 
an activist. At least I cannot call my professional activities a part of civic activism. In my opinion, activists work for 
their idea voluntarily; they are not paid for their work. For me, this work became my profession. I studied conflict 
resolution and conflict transformation and now I am dealing with these issues professionally. I am not a volunteer 
anymore so I cannot say I am an activist.”

Do you see some tensions between your work as an expert in different projects and a lecturer at the University? 

“I teach only part-time, mainly students who take distance-learning courses. I can be flexible with my time and 
devote most of my energy to different projects in NGOs. At Ukrainian universities, there is almost no time for re-
search; almost all research activities are unpaid. In contrast to this, my analytical skills are needed and valued in 
the projects I work with. For instance, I am currently working with the US Institute of Peace within the Dialogue in 
Action project. They needed me precisely because of my dissertation topic (the role of religion in conflict transfor-
mation). I am happy that my research was needed, and people are interested in its further development. Within 

      “The role of religion 
    in peacebuilding 
    is undervalued”

Tetiana Kalenychenko, an expert in religion and conflict resolution, 
in conversation with Yuliya Yurchuk on how religion can be an  
instrument in conflict transformation.
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the project we cooperate with different ministries and other state institutions where I can see that the results of my 
research are applicable in practice. That is why the combination of academia and NGO seems perfect for me now. It 
is both interesting for me and needed by society.

“Because I am a professional working in the NGO I have access to people and information which would never be 
available otherwise. I am not a sociologist or an anthropologist who would come from outside, take an interview 
and leave. I am always in this environment that also is my research interest. Moreover, I am a part of it. I would 
never get this knowledge without direct experience. All my knowledge from academia can be applied here. 

“The specificity of my work depends on the projects. I work as a trainer and dialogue facilitator. In these roles, 
my main task is to build up communication processes between different groups. Often these are different religious 
groups because I mainly work with religious actors. I learn a lot in the process of my work. I see that religion has 
great potential in conflict resolution because it can provide a platform, a safe space, for all parties involved in the 
conflicts, because all religions are ideally neutral and directed to the good of all members of the community.” 

Can you tell more about these projects that your work depends on?

“A project I am involved in is linked to the Peaceful Change initiative. It is an international group of experts in 
conflict transformation who are working in Syria, Libya, Caucasus, Balkans and Ukraine. In Ukraine, I collected 
information about all the projects on peacebuilding: Who are the mediators and facilitators working in the country, 
what work is being done, which trends are visible in this work, which factors of escalation and de-escalation of the 
armed conflict can we distinguish. Together with Tatiana Kyselova and Dialogue and Mediation Research Centre we 
have even developed a special instrument for the evaluation of dialogue initiatives by different parties in the con-
flict. In Armenia, I worked with young people and developed a methodology for training future community facilita-
tors and mentors. Now the people whom I taught are giving workshops to their own students. 

I also work for the NGO Institute of Peace and Common Ground, developing methodological materials and con-
duct training courses for civil activists. We are working with the Ministry of Education of Ukraine 
on the project ‘Peaceful School’ which is focused on communication in schools based not on pun-
ishment but on dialogue and communication. We work with children, teachers, and parents.”

What role does religion play in those peacebuilding processes?

“Religion is included in all these projects as one of the factors. But there are specific NGOs 
where religion plays a central role. These are the Dialogue in Action project, based on ‘Spirit and 
Letter’ and the Center of St. Clement at Kyiv Mohyla Academy. In these projects, religion is regard-
ed as the main component in peacebuilding. We started our work on the projects there in 2016. It is 
interesting that different foundations find us by themselves and are willing to finance our activities. 
Here, religious actors are important players in all roles. We identified that in small communities, 
it is the religious actors who enjoy trust of the community and who have access to all the commu-
nity’s members. We noticed that if we invite religious actors to our work with the community, then 
the work process changes. It becomes much easier to work. Moreover, we can see a transformation 
in group dynamics when we include religious actors in the peace transformation projects. We can 
clearly see that religious actors often do the same things that the NGOs do, so we simply bring them 
together. In these projects, we worked with Christians, Muslims, Jews, even neo-pagan groups, 
but most often with Christians of different confessions. We let them meet and find solutions for 
the better life of the community together. We also put a lot of energy into publishing. Recently we 

published a translation of a text by a Mennonite, who is one of the important theoreticians on peacebuilding and 
conflict resolution — John Paul Lederach, and another book of our friend from Balkans — Goran Bozicevic. We are 
trying to create a literature basis that enriches practice with theory.” 

What is specific about Ukraine and what does Ukraine have in common with other countries in conflict situations? 

“First, I should emphasize that the conflict in Ukraine is not a religious conflict. The particularity of Ukrainian 
situation, though, is that religion here is closely entwined with social and political life. This raises new questions 
about the potential of religions and religious leaders to influence peacebuilding and conflict transformation. Be-
cause religion is closely linked to other spheres of life, there are close connections between religious actors and 
political actors, communities, and business structures. Moreover, there is already an established image of religion. 
Such a deep penetration of religion in different spheres of life presents both risks and opportunities. Religious ac-
tors have contacts with practically everyone in society, which is why they can reach many people and present a 
platform for building a constructive dialogue. On the other hand, in order to present such a platform and a safe 

“I see that 
religion has 

great potential 
in conflict 
resolution 
because it 

can provide a 
platform, a safe 

space, for all 
parties involved 
in the conflicts.”
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space, religious actors have to stay neutral. This latter part — staying neutral — is practically absent now. This is the 
problem that interests me most in my research right now. There is the concept of ‘insider mediators’ in conflict 
transformation research. These are the people who are peacebuilders in the very essence of their societal roles. 
They are the people to whom others come to solve their problems and conflicts. Very often these people are priests 
because people generally trust them. In Ukraine, though, the situation is too complicated. We have not only several 
religions or several confessions, we have several churches in one confession, which creates many communities 
within one community. This deepens the lines between narratives about the conflict and about the identities of 
parties involved. The churches often deepen the identity crisis that many Ukrainians feel after Maidan. This is fruit-
ful ground for perpetuation of the conflict. In a way, people want to find some support, but they see that even the 
church is split and unable to give them this support. On the other hand, there are some attempts to 
develop a united approach to conflict transformation among churches in the Council of Religions 
of Ukraine, but these attempts are individual cases, rather than a concrete united initiative. These 
projects come from para-religious organizations, which are secular organizations with close links to 
religious actors (Eleos Ukraine as of Orthodox Church of Ukraine, or Caritas in the both Greek-Cath-
olic and Roman-Catholic Churches, ADRA for Adventists etc). These are secular initiatives created 
by religious organizations. The people involved in these projects may be secular but the funding 
and organizational support comes from religious institutions too. 

“If we compare the conflict situation in Ukraine with other conflicts, we can say we have a quite 
specific case. For instance, in the Balkan conflict, religion was an important element of identity, and 
religious organizations had concrete standpoints about the conflict. In Ukraine, the identities of the 
conflicting parties are blurred; the religious component is not strong. We deal mainly with the same 
religion, whereby the churches do not always express a united standpoint.

“The hybrid nature of the conflict in Donbas makes everything more complicated because this 
hybridity blurs the lines and definitions of the conflict. I personally know people who work in 
the church and try to serve the spiritual needs of their parishes, but the external circumstances 
influence the church even if we think about spirituality. If we think about the changes which the 
societies on the two sides of the conflict underwent during these five years, we can see that the gap 
between the people is growing. The economic, political and social conditions differ too much. Reli-
gion could create the platform for negotiations and dialogue, especially at grassroots level. It should 
be stressed that it is not only states that have to establish this dialogue. The dialogue should be built up from below. 
Let’s imagine that by some miracle the conflict is settled, the territories are back under the Ukrainian government’s 
control. How will life continue if the bonds between the people were cut? A lot of work will be needed to rebuild 
these bonds. Religion could help then. The fact is, though, that religious groups are split. The churches are split. So, 
this opportunity is mainly missed. The conflict revealed all the missed opportunities since Ukraine became inde-
pendent. Suffice to say that we started speaking about Muslims only when it became trendy after the annexation of 
Crimea. Moreover, the Muslim community itself, which is not that numerous, is also split.”

Can you tell us how well the question of religion in conflict resolution is developed in the theoretical literature?

“The component of religion in conflict resolution is a rather new research field. Religion is often considered as an 
important element in the Islamic context but as my dissertation shows, there are different contexts where other re-
ligions are important factors in conflict situations. In Ukraine, we have a so-called ‘arbitrary’ religious conflict. That 
means that there is no conflict about religion as such, but there is a conflict about resources that involves religious 
actors. Here I mainly refer to the conflicts between different Orthodox churches and between different Muslim or-
ganizations in Ukraine.”

What do you think Ukrainian experts in conflict transformation can teach the world in regard to their own 
professional experiences?

“We have been developing our methodology and analytical frameworks for years and now we can see that the 
material we have is much more advanced than all the tools we had from the beginning of the conflict which were 
mainly ‘imported’. Ukraine is like a laboratory now. We can observe what can possibly happen in society when hy-
brid war becomes a reality, when post-truth and fake news set the daily agenda. I feel that we are in an experimental 
field and if we cope with the problems, we will set examples for others. We will be experts in survival strategies, so 
to speak. Our success will be a good sign for other societies.” ≈
Note: This text is based on interviews conducted on September 18, 2019, and December 2, 2019.
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hen we read about religion in post-Soviet countries after 1991, it is often the narrative about the 
religious revival which prevails. Suddenly, societies where religion was banned got permission 

to go to church, goes the narrative. At the same time, not many people practice religious rituals or 
observe rules or even go to church. Some scholars even speak about belonging without believing. 

To what extent can we speak about a religious revival in Ukraine after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union? Was there a break with Soviet atheism or are there some continuities of Soviet legacies which can be seen 
even today? If so, what are these legacies?

“The religious revival in Ukraine began about a decade and a half before the collapse of the Soviet Union. This 
revival revealed itself in a manifestation of popular religiosity, a growing interest in religion on the part of the intel-
ligentsia, appeal to the religion of young people, mass listening to Western radio broadcasting, increasing numbers 
of adult baptisms and frank mockery of state-sponsored atheism. The most numerous Ukrainian religious under-
ground in the whole Europe (Greek Catholics, Evangelicals, Jehovah Witnesses) was consolidated and signaled their 
willingness to leave the catacombs. Religion received more and more social encouragement, religious practices 
intensified, and religious attributes (icons, body crosses, church candles) were actively spread. I analyzed the rea-
sons for this phenomenon in my chapter ‘The Revival before the Revival: Popular and Institutionalized Religion in 
Ukraine on the Eve of the Collapse of Communism’.1  

“What happened after the fall of Communism was the powerful entry of religion into the public sphere, the mass 
opening of early closed religious buildings and the renewal of religious communities, the reestablishment of church 
structures, theological education, missionary activities, social work, and the revitalization of religious culture de-

    “The war has become 
a serious challenge 
  for religious actors  
    in Ukraine”
Viktor Yelensky, professor of religion, in a conversation with Yuliya 
Yurchuk on the position of religions in Ukraine, and different religious 
actors in the ongoing military conflict in a broader perspective.

by Yuliya Yurchuk
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formed in Soviet era. Churches began to play their own, often important role in a public and political life.  Religion 
has also emerged as an important factor in political, cultural and ethnic mobilization, as well as in the legitimization 
of such crucial popular movements as the Orange Revolution 2004 and the Revolution of Dignity 2013–2014. Does 
all this mean that Ukrainians became religious and strive for the sacred en masse? It is difficult to say, but anyway, 
Ukrainians demonstrate what can be called ‘average European behavior’ with regard to religion. It should be men-
tioned that in the west of the country, religiosity is higher and religious behavior is more consistent. The survey con-
ducted by the Razumkov Center in October 2019 showed that 20% of the respondents said that they had attended a 
religious service in the previous week.”

To what extent can we speak about the secularization of Ukrainian society? 

“Religion in Ukraine will probably not leave the public space and will not limit itself solely to the ‘space of indi-
vidual human souls’. Religious institutions expressed their political positions in practically all electoral campaigns. 
They also take open and clear positions in regard to the plans of Euro-Atlantic integration and Russian aggression. 
Most Ukrainian presidents and top politicians use religious rhetoric. No public figure in the sphere of politics, 
culture or art openly positions themselves as atheist. By the way, it is dramatically different to the position held by  
Ukrainian state and nation-builders in the early 20th century who had Kobzar, a book of poetry by Taras Shevchen-
ko, and Das Kapital by Karl Marx in their pockets, to put it metaphorically.” 

The Orthodox Church of Ukraine finally got the Tomos in 2019. However, it did not result in the unification of 
Orthodox churches; instead, it led to even further fragmentation. How do you assess the present situation of 
the Orthodox churches in Ukraine and the possible development of the situation in the future?

“Granting the Tomos to the Orthodox Church of Ukraine is a truly historical event. Millions of Ukrainians who 
were called ‘graceless schismatics’ because they belonged to the church that did not have canonical status were 
returned to the embrace of the canonical church. The obstacle to church independence was not only the Russian 
Orthodox Church but also the whole arsenal of the Russian state. The struggle is not over yet but it seems that Rus-
sia lost this battle. I think that the development of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine is dynamic. This year about 
540 communities from Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate transferred to the Orthodox Church of 

Ukraine. This church has strong support from Ukrainian intellectual elites. The attempted coup or-
ganized by Filaret (Patriarch of Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Kyiv Patriarchate) and actively sup-
ported by pro-Russian groups failed. Russia tried to cause a split in Orthodoxy, but no Orthodox 
church has severed links with Constantinople so far. Russia also tried to organize the isolation of 
the Orthodox Church of Ukraine but these efforts failed. Now the Orthodox Church of Ukraine has 
many hopes for the future and is concentrating on the quality of religious life, the development of 
theological education, and missionary activities.” 

Considering the fact that each main Church in Ukraine relates to Kyivan tradition as their 
origin, do you see any possibility for the churches to find mutual understanding about this 
past? Will these interpretations always differ or is there a chance for reconciliation? What 
is needed for such reconciliation? 

“There were several initiatives in Ukraine dealing with the shared past of the Christianization 
of Kyiv Rus’ (often referred to as ‘Volodymyr’s Christianization’, ‘Dnieper font’, ‘Kyiv tradition’, 
etc.). What is interesting, is that it was most often the initiative of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic 
Church. There is still little cooperation between churches in the questions about their past. Despite 
misunderstandings about the past, there are instances of fruitful cooperation for the common fu-
ture. The intensity of the conflict between the churches is not so great that we need to speak about 
reconciliation. Even in their ‘hottest’ stages, these conflicts in contemporary Ukraine have never 
reached the level of the Protestant-Catholic conflict in Northern Ireland.”

In Ukraine, as in many post-Soviet countries, religion and politics are very close. As a result, the religious 
sphere is very politicized. Is there any chance for religion to become less influenced by politics? What is 
needed to achieve a separation of political and religious spheres, in your opinion? 

“Religion is inseparable from politics, especially when it comes to large human communities. The leadership of 
the church which unites thousands or even millions of people cannot stand aside and express no position about 
life outside the Church. The Churches are dealing with people who are born, live and die under certain conditions 
and the Church cannot ignore these conditions. Church leadership also ought to propose to its believers a way they 

“Religion 
became an 

important factor 
in political, 

cultural 
and ethnic 

mobilization 
and the 

legitimization 
of post-Soviet 

popular 
movements.”
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should live in ‘this world’ which would align with their religious belief. Believers in Ukraine often faced severe chal-
lenges which were thrown at them by this world, such as wars, revolutions, turbulent social changes, but the reli-
gious leaders did not always give them adequate guidelines. I personally think that religion is always about politics. 
Even the questions of individual salvation are about the ways one lives here and now, how one should interact with 
others, whether one can and should participate in certain events or not.” 

What is the role of religious actors at times of war and military conflict in Ukraine? Religion can both 
split and unite communities: Which role does it play in Ukraine? Is there potential for religion to act 
for peace building?

“The war has become a serious challenge for religious actors in Ukraine. Most of them con-
demned the aggression and called for believers to protect the country. They provided uncondition-
al support for the Ukrainian army, volunteers, and forcibly displaced persons. The only exception is 
the leadership of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow Patriarchate. This church became one 
of the organized actors who justified aggression against Ukraine and an ardent critic of Ukrainian 
Euro-Atlantic foreign politics. Moreover, the leaders of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Moscow 
Patriarchate used democratic institutions as tools for undermining democracy and democratic 
values in Ukraine. The peacebuilding potential of this church, which is one of the favorite topics 
of Kremlin propaganda, is non-existent since its leadership accuses not the aggressor but Ukraine 
in the war in Donbas. This position is openly pro-Russian. In general, all these demands for peace 
directed only to the Ukrainian side are unfair and unjust: It is not the Ukrainian state that initiated 
the war and it is not Ukraine which furthers it. Other churches in Ukraine were very active in peace-
building initiatives in 2014–2015. For instance, Ukrainian Baptists and Pentecostals met with their 
Russian co-believers in third countries. Now Ukrainian churches are focusing on easing the fates of 
their co-believers in the occupied territories and in the annexed Crimea where religious freedoms 
are severely suppressed.” 

Since the annexation of Crimea, more attention is being paid to Islam in Ukrainian public space. With 
Crimean Tatars who moved to inland Ukraine from the occupied peninsular, Islam became more visible, not 
only in Crimea. What is the future for Islam in Ukraine? Does the new government demonstrate an interest in 
supporting Muslim communities? 

“Islam in Ukraine is as multifaceted as are the groups which belong to Islam. Historically those groups come from 
different ethnic communities, different cultures and have their own histories. From the very beginning of the war in 
Donbas, Ukrainian authorities supported Muslims, their rights and freedoms, including supporting those communi-
ties who are in Crimea. Thanks to Ukraine’s efforts, resolutions were passed in the UN, the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe, and the Organization for Security and Cooperation (OSCE), condemning the suppression 
of religious freedoms in annexed Crimea. As a member of the Ukrainian delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe, I personally raised this question with Dunja Mijatović, Council of Europe Commissioner 
for Human Rights, during my visit there in April 2019.

“If we talk about the future of Islam in Ukraine, then I think that it will be developed in the conditions of competi-
tion between ethnic modifications of Islam, where Islam is an identity marker, and global modification, whose link 
to ethnic identity is not so strong. The latter form of Islam is getting more and more popular among Muslim youth in 
Europe.” ≈

 
Note: This text is based on an interview conducted in October 2019. 
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1   Viktor Yelensky, “The Revival before the Revival: Popular and 
Institutionalized Religion in Ukraine on the Eve of the Collapse  of 
Communism” In, Catherine Wanner, ed., State Secularism and Lived 
Religion in Soviet Russia and Ukraine. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 302-330.
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Volodymyr Zelensky 
in the spotlight  
of the international  
mainstream media

How is it possible to accept information about the 
world and about society as information about reality 
when one knows how it is produced?1

Introduction
lobal societal change become particularly visible in 
political transformations. Ukrainian society can be 
regarded as a model for understanding what “liquid 
modernity”,2 in the sense of unpredictability and 

rapid changes, looks like in the political field. Until spring 2019, 
an observer of Ukrainian political life could count five presi-
dents, two mass uprisings (known as the Orange Revolution 
of 2004 and Euromaidan from 2013 to 2014), as well as a long 
period of resistance to Russian hybrid aggression since 2014.3 
The sixth President of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky, was elected 
by 73.22% of the voters on April 21, 2019 — after being known 
as a public actor in the genre of comedy. The phenomenon of 
Zelensky’s campaign was built on the image of his hero in a TV 

abstract
In this article, I focus on the mainstream media coverage of the 
background of Volodymyr Zelensky, candidate for the position 
of President of Ukraine and, subsequently, the sixth President of 
Ukraine. The elections provoked a splash of international interest 
in Ukraine because of the unexpected candidate, a comedy actor 
with no prior political experience. This research shows that not 
only the professional, but also the ethnic background of Volody-
myr Zelensky became an important topic in the international 
media during the presidential campaign and the elections of the 
President of Ukraine in 2019. Mentions of Zelensky’s Jewish back-
ground were supported by references to certain stereotypical 
views about the history of Ukraine, and his elections were covered 
as an unexpected breakthrough – either from the Soviet or from 
the anti-Semitic past.
KEYWORDS: Volodymyr Zelensky, international mainstream 
media, media and elections, media image of Ukraine, personal 
background of a politician. 

The personal is political: 

by Alla Marchenko
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on three identity markers: “Army, Language, Faith”, stressing 
the army’s role in the fight with Russia and directing sentiments 
in line with ethnic identity. Euromaidan is suggested in a study 
in 2018 to be the turning point from ethnic to civic national-
ism13 wherein “civic identity is gaining ground at the expense of 
ethno-nationalist identity”.14 However, this re-orientation of the 
societal understanding of the nation is not reflected in the poli-
tics of history. The list of publications of the Ukrainian Institute 
of National Remembrance from 2018 to 2019 shows that most of 
the published material deals with Communist repression and 
Russian military aggression, with a few publications on Holodo-
mor (the famine of 1932–1933) and Babyn Yar as the main Holo-
caust symbols in Ukraine.15 However, this re-orientation was not 
acknowledged by Poroshenko, who chose to base his electoral 
campaign on exclusivist ethno-nationalist identity markers. It 
is suggested here that those limitations and his narrow focus on 
“Army, Language, Faith” did not gave him more than minor sup-
port and led to him losing the election. 

In this article, I refer to questions of collective memory rather 
than history, defining collective memory as references and dis-

courses about events, processes 
and people associated with the 
historical past, strongly influenced 
by the present-day narratives.16 
By default, collective memory in 
the mass media is restricted, as 
any topics associated with collec-
tive memory illustrate the news 
of the present.17 Some scholars 
even speak of the construction of 
a “reversed memory” in the mass 
media, meaning a narrative that 
commemorates past events by 

referring to present-day events.18 At the same time, it is difficult 
not to notice a visible trend of mediatization of the memory 
“as the principal shaper of 21st century remembering through 
the medial gathering and splintering of individual, social, and 
cultural imaginaries”.19 Mediatization has become a tool for 
reconsidering the role and influence of media in contemporary 
society20 and media are one of the most powerful shapers of 
memory. Astrid Erll emphasizes that the role of the mass media 
in triggering collective remembrance is particularly effective 
when combined with narratives and images.21 Overall, Zelensky’s 
electoral campaign was based on messages in various social 
media — Facebook, Instagram and YouTube, which turned out to 
be effective in challenging the markers of identity offered by Po-
roshenko as being not too important in a country that requires 
radical change.22 

THERE IS A TENDENCY to shape collective memory using the most 
influential mass media that represent the stereotypes of Western 
culture, and neglect local nuances — this may be called the “can-
nibalization of memory”.23 This trend may also be approached 
from a different perspective by tracing the aspects of history 

show called “Servant of the People”, an ex-teacher of the His-
tory of Ukraine, Vasyl’ Holoborod’ko, who was elected President 
of Ukraine. Due to the show’s format, which involves guessing 
the real names of politicians played by actors, and where the 
names of organizations and political events are explicitly given, 
it became “life-imitating art”.4 His electoral campaign (called the 
Ze-campaign, where Ze referred to the two first letters of his sur-
name ) and the rapid victory of an unexpected candidate with 
no prior political experience provoked a new splash of interna-
tional interest in Ukraine. Some Ukrainian public intellectuals, 
for example, Oksana Zabuzhko, expressed their concerns inter-
nationally about Zelensky being a product of imitation and new 
media technologies rather than being a proper politician with 
a real agenda.5 However, it is difficult to call this phenomenon 
unique if you take into account that the three “Cs” that stand for 
consumerism, celebrity and cynicism have become a distinctive 
feature of contemporary politics, downplaying the traditional 
forms of associating politics with ideology.6 Examples of the 
most resonant outcomes of such politics are Donald Trump be-
coming the US’ president and the Brexit campaign for the exit of 
UK from the EU.  

The rapid growth of Volodymyr 
Zelensky’s rating in 2019 could be 
explained by the dissatisfaction 
among Ukrainian citizens about the 
politics of his predecessor, Petro 
Poroshenko, fueled by the different 
campaign strategies of two candi-
dates — a traditional strategy by Po-
roshenko and a “mediatized” strat-
egy by Zelensky, who used social 
media and emotional appeals to the 
need for a total system change.7 The 
announcement about his participation in the presidential elec-
tions was made by Zelensky himself a few minutes before mid-
night on New Year’s Eve 2019 on the “1+1” TV channel, during the 
time for traditional presidential speeches on Ukrainian TV.8

THE COMPLEX POLITICAL SITUATION in Ukraine before the presi-
dential elections in 2019 cannot, however, be fully understood 
without its religious element. The latter has undergone major 
shifts in the most prominent religious denomination called the 
Ukrainian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate)9 and signifi-
cant losses in the minority communities, namely, the Crimean 
Tatars and the Jews, due to the annexation of Crimea and the 
military activities in Donbas.10 It was Poroshenko’s idea to finally 
separate the Ukrainian Orthodox Church from the Russian Or-
thodox Church in the “story of the Tomos” and receive the auto-
cephaly of the Ukrainian Church under the protectorate of the 
Patriarchate of Constantinople in 2018.11 Religious tensions have 
also divided the Ukrainian Orthodox Church under Moscow 
Patriarchate among those who stood for and against the idea of 
Ukrainian ecclesiastical independence.12 

Petro Poroshenko based his presidential campaign in Ukraine 
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that are repeatedly mentioned from a certain 
perspective and what they say about the inter-
national media image of Ukraine. To this extent, 
my focus on the international media coverage 
of Zelensky and references to the history of 
Ukraine in connection with him will shed light 
on how the international media shapes their 
readers’ image of Ukraine. 

2019 was not the first time that Ukraine came 
to the attention of the international media. Ear-
lier global themes concerned the war in Donbas 
(2014—2015) and the implementation of reforms 
after Euromaidan (2015—2016).24 Both topics 
gradually disappeared from the mass media 
news, due to their enduring nature. In this text, 
I analyze the ways in which the international 
mass media construct an image of Ukraine, con-
necting the elections of a new president to the 
collective memory of Ukraine. Interestingly, some questions that 
were central for the international media — Zelensky’s Jewish ori-
gins and discussions about Ukraine’s past — were not evident in 
the Ukrainian media during Zelensky’s presidential campaign, as 
the latter was based not so much on his agenda, but on criticism 
of Poroshenko’s politics.25

My main research question touches upon the formation of 
discourse on Volodymyr Zelensky in the influential international 
media during and after his presidential campaign. I am particu-
larly interested in his background coverage by the media, and 
the way in which it is intertwined with the topics associated with 
the collective memory of Ukraine in mass media messages. 

Methodology
The idea beyond selecting the newspapers was to take the media 
giants that shape the international context of events,26 as well as 
the powerful media voices of the countries neighboring Ukraine. 
Thus, I have selected media messages from the following 
sources: The New York Times (US), The Wall Street Journal (US), 
The Washington Post (US), The Guardian (Great Britain), Gazeta 
Wyborcza (Poland), RT, former Russia Today (Russian Federa-
tion), Haaretz (Israel), The Jerusalem Post (Israel), Der Spiegel 
(Germany). They are selected for the reasons of popularity and 
symbolic power of these sources in their countries and abroad. 
However, I need to emphasize that The sources are not repre-
sentative of all mass media on the topic. This research is rather 
an attempt to analyze a general framework of discussions about 
Volodymyr Zelensky from an international perspective.  

SOME OF THESE MEDIA were produced in foreign countries direct-
ly involved in the current conflict in Ukraine or in the countries 
that have tensions with Ukrainian memory politics. By the for-
mer I mean media generated by Russia and its participation in a 
hybrid war using information as one of its significant weapons.27 
By the latter I mean the media in Poland, in which memory poli-
tics diverges dramatically from the official Ukrainian memory 

politics of World War II28 in relation to the Polish-Ukrainian 
conflict in Volhynia, Western Ukraine.29 Germany and Israel also 
have a special position in framing their international memory 
debates in connection with the history of World War II. More-
over, both countries have a different relationship vis-à-vis the 
Eastern European nations. Israel’s collective memory envisages 
Eastern Europe as the main site of the Holocaust with a complex 
relationship to the local population that could have collaborated 
with the Nazis,30 while for Germany, Eastern Europe was an oc-
cupied territory and the Eastern European nations were conse-
quently victims of the Nazi regime during World War II.31

 
I USED THE ONLINE RT (the most powerful international media 
voice of Russian mainstream politics in English), Gazeta Wybor-
cza (the most popular newspaper in Poland, also representing 
a critical view of Polish contemporary politics, including the 
politics of memory), Der Spiegel (as the most popular weekly 
magazine containing political news in Germany), Haaretz and 
The Jerusalem Post as two important newspapers in Israel repre-
senting more liberal (Haaretz)32 and less liberal views (The Jerusa-
lem Post)33. Most sources in the analysis are in English. The Polish 
newspaper and the German newspaper are published in Polish 
and German, respectively, and I analyzed their original texts us-
ing my own translation in this article.  

I analyzed all articles that mentioned Volodymyr Zelensky 
from March to May, 2019. This was the period of the active 
presidential campaign in Ukraine, which included two rounds 
of presidential elections (March 31 and April 21, 2019) and the 
inauguration of Volodymyr Zelensky as President of Ukraine 
(May 20, 2019), provoking reflections in the mainstream media. 
This period could be characterized as a turning point in terms of 
rhetoric about a new and unexpected candidate, subsequently 
— the President of Ukraine — in the international media. Articles 
were selected according to the keyword “Zelensky”.34 Number of 
articles in the analysis: 236 (their distribution per media can be 
seen in Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Distribution of articles per media
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In my analysis I have included opinion articles together 
with news articles, because they add to the image of Ukraine 
among its readers, and there were not enough of them to form 
a separate group (less than five). I concede that the authorship 
of many texts in the American and European media belonged to 
special correspondents in the region: namely, Georgi Kantchev 
in The Wall Street Journal, Anton Troianowski in The Washington 
Post, Andrew Roth and Shaun Walker in The Guardian, Andrew 
Higgins in The New York Times, Piotr Andrusieczko in Gazeta 
Wyborcza and Christian Esch and Christina Hebel in Der Spiegel. 
Articles in The Jerusalem Post, Haaretz and RT had numerous 
authors, including news agencies.  

I conducted a qualitative content analysis using MaxQDA 
software. This method allowed me to count the frequencies of 
certain words and phrases in their context and thereby make 
conclusions about the establishment of rhetoric on Volodymyr 
Zelensky as a “dark horse” — an unexpected and unknown play-
er — in the national politics of Ukraine.

The limitations of this research are in the selection of source 
material. As previously mentioned, my goal was to define gener-
al popular trends associated with the representation of Zelensky 
at the very beginning of his political career and the connotations 
of such representation to the existing image of Ukraine — not to 
analyze specific details and representations of each country’s 
media profile. 

Primary characteristics  
of Volodymyr Zelensky
A short official biography of Volodymyr Zelensky provides lim-
ited information on his place of birth, citizenship, marital status 
and education, and slightly more information about his career as 
an actor.35 It should be noted that the international media attri-
butes Zelensky’s acting career in comedy as being his main char-
acteristic: comedian or comic actor, or actor and comedian (Fig-
ure 2). The second most frequent characteristic is from the same 
area — popularity (as a result of his celebrity status). However, 
the third most frequent characteristic refers to his being Jewish 
— and this dimension shows the biggest difference in the number 
of articles and references (181 references in 28 articles). In other 
words, the average number of mentions of “Jewish” is 6.46 in 28 
articles, meaning that such a dimension (ethnic origin) is used in 
a different way from other dimensions — not just random usage, 
but an important focus that I will analyze later. 

IN THE MEANTIME, I would like to stress that other characteristics 
used for Zelensky by the mainstream media refer to his language 
(“Russian-speaking”) and age (“young”). Additional character-
istics such as “clever” or “smart” were found only four times, 
meaning they were probably not so interesting and “sensation-
al” for an “unexpected” presidential candidate. While discussing 
an unexpected candidate, it is obvious that a newspaper focuses 
on the characteristics that make him/her different from the so-
cial expectations of the more “expected” candidate (in this case 
— “Ukrainian-speaking” and “experienced” — both of which used 
to describe Petro Poroshenko). 
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Kyiv, Ukraine 20 May 2019.  
Inauguration of the President  

of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky.
PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK
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In light of the abovementioned, it is surprising that there were 
only two vague references to Zelensky with Ronald Reagan and 
eight references to Barack Obama who, to some degree, was also 
an unexpected candidate, or rather, 
an unexpected winner. At the same 
time, a lot more analogies (16) were 
made to Donald Trump becoming a 
national leader of the USA in 2016. 
Such analogies could be found in the 
newspapers of every country in the 
analysis. Moreover, two Israeli news-
papers used the word combination 
“Ukrainian Donald Trump”, empha-
sizing that this is a popular compari-
son in Ukraine.36 

In general, the main personality 
of media interest relating to Ukraine in this period is Zelensky 
himself (1,947 mentions), followed by Petro Poroshenko (1,155 
references) and Vladimir Putin (318 references). The fourth 
place regarding mainstream media interest belongs to Yuliya 
Tymoshenko (192 references), another likely candidate for the 
President of Ukraine in the first round, and to Ihor Kolomoisky 
(191 references), an oligarch who had business interests with 
Zelensky. Kolomoisky was mentioned only once in the Israeli 
mainstream media, which is rather surprising given the fact 
that he is an Israeli citizen and lived in Israel at the time because 
of the conflict with Petro Poroshenko.37 Such a distribution of 
interest in personalities raises an important consideration: 
while Petro Poroshenko was the expected “other” in most 
articles about Zelensky, the interest in Ihor Kolomoisky is not 
that straightforward. In Ukraine, Kolomoisky’s personality was 
in focus because of his support for Zelensky’s candidacy and 
the alleged dependency of Zelensky on Kolomoisky (channel 
“1+1”, controlled by Kolomoisky, hosted the show with Zelensky 

as the main character. This boosted his ratings, as previously 
mentioned). However, on the international stage, such attention 
to Kolomoisky’s personality could be provoked by the vacuum 

of opinions and the absence of an of-
ficial team for Zelensky at the time of 
the elections (the names Oleksandr 
Danyliuk and Andriy Bogdan, who 
belonged to his team at the time of 
the elections, can be noted in the 
lower part of Figure 3 — with just a 
few references, not visible against the 
background of other “big” names).38 
Thus, the media were filling the 
vacuum with some already known 
personalities who could attract the 
readers’ interest. The oligarch who 

was in a conflict with another oligarch and President Porosh-
enko could easily play the role of attractor.  

Frequent references to Vladimir Putin are expected and can 
be explained by the focus of the international media on the 
military conflict and violations of Ukraine’s borders since 2014. 
Moreover, Putin was mentioned in discussions on the potential 
opportunities of a new Ukrainian president to improve the criti-
cal situation in Ukraine.

The Jewish background  
of Volodymyr Zelensky
As previously mentioned, 12% of all articles mentioning Zelensky 
in spring 2019 were associated with his Jewish background (see 
Table 1). 

The Jewish background of Zelensky was specifically discussed 
in American and Israeli newspapers, it was occasionally men-
tioned in Polish and German sources and it was totally ignored in 
RT. I would say that such a trend could be explained by multiple 
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Figure 2. Characteristics of Zelensky in the analyzed 
sources, N (number of articles) = 236.

Figure 3. Frequency of references, by name, N = 236.
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factors, including a general understanding of human rights con-
nected with the absence of discrimination on the basis of origin. 
40 years ago, Jonathan Sarna stated: “In America, even a Jew 
can be president. That, at least, has been the claim for two long 
centuries. It hasn’t yet happened, nor does anyone look for it to 
happen in 1980. Still, the myth of the Jewish president remains 
pervasive”.39 Taking into account the specificity of the question 
of ethnicity in the USA, it is not surprising that the American 
media paid attention to what can be interpreted as a universal 
sign of political freedom. The absence of interest in RT could be 
explained by the popular trope about “Ukrainian fascists” used 
by the Russian media in the information war against Ukraine. 
This trope is considered especially powerful40 due to the impor-
tance of the historical memory of victory against fascism in the 
post-Soviet space, particularly in Russia. An emphasis on Zelen-
sky’s Jewish origins would look absurd as the allegedly “fascist” 
country could not have a Jewish candidate in the highest state 
position. However, I need to emphasize that the trope of Ukraine 
as a “fascist country” was not found in the analyzed set of ar-
ticles in RT. However, it was widely used in other sources (even 
in the headlines41). At the same time, RT had published material 
about Kolomoisky as a Jewish oligarch standing behind Zelensky, 
which does not corroborate this explanation42 and which reflects 
to a larger degree the attitudes about Kolomoisky in Ukraine, as 
discussed above. 

It is important to note that the Jewish background of Zelensky 
was primarily presented from a secular ethnic perspective with 
no visible link to Judaism. It was not raised in his interviews or 
political agenda, and this was stressed in the media: “Religion 
for me is the most intimate question,” he said in a December 
interview. “I am not ready to share it with anyone”.43 In general, 
such a position contrasts the religious appeal of Poroshenko and 
his campaign connected to the idea of the Tomos mentioned at 
the beginning. 

A distinctive trait of the Israeli press only was to use the word 
“Jewish” widely: “a Jewish comedian”, “a Jewish President”, 
while Der Spiegel mentions the “Jewish roots” of Zelensky.44 
“Jewish origin”45 or “Jewish background”46 can be found in the 
American media, or “Jewish heritage” in a British newspaper,47 
or in some Israeli articles that already used the one-word charac-
teristic, “Jewish”.48 It should be noted that the Israeli press (par-
ticularly Haaretz) was a source of citations in other mainstream 
media resources. In my opinion, all of the mentioned formula-
tions signify both the complicated fate of being a descendant of a 
family of secular Jews in the Post-Soviet realm and the inability to 
find a proper word while defining the ethnic and religious back-
ground of the sixth President of Ukraine. 

Part of the international media introduced a motif of Ukraine 
as the only country in the world, except Israel, in which the 
President and the Prime Minister are Jewish. This motif was 
found in most Israeli and American sources. Taking into account 
that there was a reference in The Washington Post to Haaretz49 we 
can assume that this idea was appropriated from Israel (the first 
mention of the motif in the dataset is from the Haaretz article, 
dated April 21, 201950). At the same time, an important finding 
of this research is that a reference to the Jewish background of 
Zelensky was not used without a contextual explanation of its 
importance, and this contextual importance was illustrated by 
references to certain often stereotypical views about the history 
of Ukraine.  

A historical breakthrough in Ukraine? 
During the analysis, I noticed media emphasis on Zelensky’s 
elections as a “historical shift” or a turning point in history (see 
Table 2). It is worth noting that the trope of “historical shift” is 
indeed popular in all media descriptions of Zelensky becoming 
president (except for RT). This shift was particularly contrasted 
with the Soviet past and with the Russian authoritarian regime 

peer-reviewed article

The Jerusalem 
Post

Haaretz The Washington 
Post

The Wall 
Street Journal

The New 
York Times

The Guardian Der Spiegel Gazeta 
Wyborcza

RT Total

10 6 4 3 2 1 1 1 0 28

Articles in The Jerusalem Post and The Washington Post, mentioning Volodymyr Zelensky’s Jewish origins in the headline. 

Table 1. Distribution of articles in the mainstream media mentioning Volodymyr Zelensky’s Jewish origins



of today. Thus, the Polish Gazeta Wyborcza wrote of the “histori-
cal choice of Ukraine” (two references) in the context of further 
distancing from Moscow: “The country made a historical choice: 
to break its ties with Russia and arrive in the European harbor, 
developing cooperation with NATO. The fact that Ukraine’s au-
thorities have changed democratically is the best confirmation 
of this”51. It is also typical of the German Der Spiegel to define the 
elections as taking Ukraine out of the Soviet past. Such phrases 
as “from the historical tank52 or “historical electoral victory ”53 
are used in four articles. The same stance can be traced in the 
British The Guardian, which reads: “When you read the head-
lines about Ukraine, think about history”, in which the author 
meant “civilizational rupture” with the legacy of the Soviet 
Union54. What was also emphasized in almost all the media was 
that the elections in Ukraine took a democratic path with an 
implicit comparison with elections in Russia or many other post-
Soviet countries. 

Another article in The Guardian describes this “historical 
shift” as an unusual presidential campaign due to Zelensky’s 
professional background: “It is Ukraine’s most unorthodox 
presidential campaign in history”55 In general, references to 
“historical shift” in the articles cited (eight articles) were divided 
into those that did not coincide with the references to the Jewish 
origin of Zelensky and those that were strongly linked with the 
discussions about this origin and Ukraine as an historically anti-
Semitic country (for example, there were typical expressions 
such as “scarred history”,56 “history of anti-Semitism”,57 “bad 
pages of history”).58 

The history of Ukraine through  
the lens of the mainstream media
I should emphasize that the references to World War II were 
often given with mentions of the Holocaust (see Table 2). More-
over, the term “World War II” was often used as a substitute for 
“Holocaust”, meaning a time marker of war atrocities towards 
the Jews. A typical example of these mentions (see Table 2) is the 

collaboration with the Nazis, in which the collaborators were 
in the “Ukrainian nationalist movement”,59 while some of them 
were called heroes in the recent memory politics of Ukraine60. 
The topics of Euromaidan and Holodomor could be interpreted 
as those that introduced Ukraine to a curious reader61, while sev-
eral references to World War I and 1917 put Ukraine into the gen-
eral context of turning points in the history of the 20th century. 

At the same time, references to World War II and the Holo-
caust were used in connection with the Jewish background of 
Zelensky, and this usage was linked to the articulated hopes for 
the shift of the politics of memory in Ukraine. The one (and only) 
article in Der Spiegel62 cites Haaretz and is focused on anti-Semi-
tism in Ukraine, politics of memory that ignore the participation 
of local collaborators in the Holocaust, and that Zelensky could 
provide some hope.63 This shows the existence of the “reversed 
memory” trend mentioned in the beginning, when interpreta-
tions of the present relate to the instrumentalization of the past.

Ukrainian nationalism in focus
As the reader can note from Table 2, the mainstream media also 
used the concepts “anti-Semitism” and “Bandera” when discuss-
ing the Ukrainian elections. “Bandera” is a trope that represents 
a stereotypical personification of the collective image of Ukrai-
nian ultra-nationalism, usually with various negative connota-
tions.64 I must mention that the idea of “Ukrainian ultra-nation-
alism” is widely used in Russian information warfare and that 
the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology has included this 
dimension in the index of Russian propaganda surveys about 
Ukraine.65 For instance, there were four similar examples in RT 
of the phrases “extreme nationalists”,66 “staunch nationalist”67 
and “fervent nationalist propaganda” 68 about the years following 
the Euromaidan events in Ukraine. The idea behind the usage of 
ideologically loaded terms is similar to that of the term “fascist” 
discussed above.69 

There were also other attempts to portray Ukraine’s pres-
ent through references to its past (a total of eight articles). For 
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  Jerusalem 
Post

Haaretz The Washington 
Post

NYT The Guardian Der Spiegel WSJ RT Gazeta 
Wyborcza

Total

Historical shift 1 1 4 2 2 5 1   2 18

WWII 1 1 1 2   1     1 7

The Holocaust   1 2 1   1     1 6

Euromaidan
       

1 1 1 2
 

5

Anti-Semitism 2         1     1 4

Bandera 1 1 1             3

WWI       2         1 3

1917       2         1 3

Holodomor     1     1       2 

Table 2. Distribution of articles referring to topics in the mainstream media



example, an opinion article by Ziemowit Szczerek70 in Gazeta 
Wyborcza stated: “It is not enough that is he is a Jew, which is 
often a reason to mock him, he is a Russian-speaking Jew”.71 In 
this example, the Jewish heritage of Zelensky is linked to the 
Russian language, thereby creating a combination that would 
probably be disliked by certain Ukrainian nationalists, accord-
ing to the author. Generally, such discussions did not move to a 
more nuanced analysis of the situation 
in the country,72 illustrating the “canni-
balization of memory” as an ideological 
instrument used by the mainstream 
media. It is important to remember 
that both the Ukrainian and the Russian 
language continued to function in the 
sphere of communication in Ukraine 
after Euromaidan.73 

A contrasting example about current 
nationalism in Ukraine can be found in 
The New York Times: “A few far-right na-
tionalists have tried, in vain, to make an 
issue of the fact that Mr. Zelensky is Jewish. But the near total si-
lence on his Jewish background has demolished a favorite trope 
of Russian propaganda — that Ukraine is awash with neo-Nazis 
intent on creating a Slavic version of the Third Reich”74.  

In the articles that question the continuity of the trope of 
“Ukraine’s anti-Semitic past” until the present day, it is typical 
to rely on the results of surveys, most often surveys by the Pew 
Research Center.75 Such references often lead to conclusions: 
“Despite a difficult history, today Ukraine may be one of the least 
anti-Semitic countries in Central or Eastern Europe”.76 It means 
that despite a dominating mainstream media vision of Ukraine 
as a nationalist and anti-Semitic contemporary state, some in-
ternational journalists critically approach stereotypes or at least 
provide alternative data. 

Conclusion
The research has shown an interesting twist in mainstream 
media writing about the unexpected politician: while trying to 
explain “unusual” and “unconventional” facts about him, the 
authors of the narratives referred to the negative characteristics 
of the Ukrainian past. The alleged anti-Semitism and nationalism 
served as a contrast that highlighted the new candidate, Volody-
myr Zelensky. As a result, among many other dimensions to his 
background (education, profession, age, language, etc.), it was 
his Jewish origins that led to particularly complex discussions.

Many of these discussions involved disputes about the legacy 
of World War II and the Holocaust. It is important to note that 
topics such as Euromaidan, Holodomor or World War I were 
mostly used to provide some context for the international 
reader. 

MATERIALS THAT DO NOT discuss the Jewish background of Zel-
ensky contain information about the democratic elections in 
Ukraine as a sign of distancing itself from the authoritarian leg-
acy. There are also articles that try to differentiate between the 

past and the present, and a trope about the only country in the 
world, except Israel, with two Jewish leaders was introduced to 
reinforce this differentiation. Such results help explain the char-
acteristics of the international image of Zelensky as the newly 
elected sixth Ukrainian president. The result also show the need 
for professional research articles in the international main-
stream media, which would question, investigate or corroborate 

the stereotypical views of Ukraine that 
were mentioned. References to history 
in connection with the coverage of 
Zelensky’s Jewish background empha-
sized the contrast between expecta-
tions and reality, between Ukraine’s 
past and present.

Surprisingly, the professional 
background of the sixth President of 
Ukraine did not become a point of 
debate; it was used in the headlines as 
clickbait instead. The situation may 
look totally different after one year of 

Zelensky’s presidency, taking into account many factors that 
demanded diplomatic skills from him and his team in both do-
mestic and international arenas. Regarding the latter, the most 
infamous scandal was the result of Zelensky’s indirect involve-
ment in the process of the impeachment of Donald Trump, after 
revealing that the US President had tried to influence Zelensky 
in order to neutralize his own political rival, Joe Biden.77 In 
Ukraine, a great deal of tension between Zelensky’s team and 
his opponents has been connected with his ambiguous political 
actions towards such sensitive themes in Ukraine as the war in 
Donbas, status of the occupied territories, land market open-
ing, etc.78 However, the dynamics of Zelensky’s media coverage 
about his position as the President of Ukraine is worthy of sepa-
rate research. ≈
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Ukrainian Greek  
Catholic Church  
as an agent of the 
social life in Ukraine

Social life: between state-power  
and political community

n the case of this paper, the term “social life” refers to the 
conceptualization of society as an “interpersonal space”.1 
This is a space shaped by “the relations interrelating mem-
bers of collectivities — groups, communities, organizations 

(at present as well as in the past and in their aspirations for the 
future).2 Some of these relations might be considered to be 
“positive”. In particular it concerns “moral relations” like “trust, 
loyalty, reciprocity, solidarity, respect and justice”.3 On the basis 
of these relations, social capital is created. Social capital deter-
mines “efficiency of individuals and collectivities” and a level 
of “satisfaction from the social life”.4 Therefore, it has a pivotal 
impact on the quality of social life.

The above-mentioned “positive relations” may be expressed 
in two different layouts: in “horizontal networks of exchange 

abstract
Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church (UGCC) is only one of several 
Eastern-Christian communities which actively take part in the 
Ukrainian social life. Moreover, statistical data and results of the 
social surveys show that the members of UGCC are not numer-
ous and that structures of this church are strongly geographically 
limited. However, during the events related to the Euromaidan, it 
turned out that UGCC was able to make an important influence 
on the social developments referred to as the all-Ukrainian social 
level. This was possible due to the relevant social and symbolic 
capital which UGCC has on its disposal. This article aims to 
characterize the elements of the social and symbolic capital that 
enabled UGCC to become such important agent in the contem-
porary social transformations in Ukraine.
KEY WORDS: The Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church; social capital; 
patronalistic society; religion and politics in Ukraine
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facilitate their legitimatization on the internal and international 
stage. However, looking back on the period after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, it is quite evident that economic efficiency of 
the post-Soviet ruling groups is very limited and quite problem-
atic. Therefore, such post-Soviet neopatrimonial regimes like the 
Ukrainian one seems to be strongly attached to the quasi-charis-
matic model of domination. Its patterns may fill a gap stemming 
from the lack or inefficiency of the other more “rational” (com-
munitarian) ways of legitimization, such as “growth and devel-
opment”. They seem to be useful especially when ruling elites 
are not able or are not interested in coping with the economic 
problems which affect people outside of this elite.

It seems that such quasi-charismatic and neopatrimonial 
model of domination is appropriate to the layout based on 
“particularistic and vertical exchange relations”. Therefore, it 
generates and exploits mostly a non-communitarian type of the 
social capital. One of its sources is symbolic violence based on 
the relevant symbolic capital. This enables the suppression of 
social frustration and the protection of access to rent extraction. 
However, post-Soviet, neopatrimonial elites suffer a lack of this 
symbolic capital. One of its potential sources are churches, espe-
cially Eastern-Christian communities. First of all, it concerns the 
Orthodox churches in Ukraine, although this article will be fo-
cused on a very interesting case of the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic 
Church. 

Specific features of secularization  
on the post-Soviet space
The position of the religious communities in Ukrainian social 
life has been determined by the features and consequences 
of the secularization process in the post-Soviet period. Soviet 
communism became a kind of political religion and did not sever 

relations”5 or in “particularistic and vertical exchange relations”6 
based on clientelism. Each of these layouts affects social customs 
referring to the given “positive relation”. Therefore, real mean-
ing of such notions like “trust”, “reciprocity” or “justice” may 
differ depending on the layout in which they are referred to. 
Thus, two kinds of social capital might be distinguished: commu-
nitarian and non-communitarian.7 

As a result of the post-Soviet social transformation, the “inter-
personal space” (social customs) in Ukraine is shaped by the pat-
terns of a patronalistic society. According to Henry Hale its main 
features are “strong personal friendships and family ties, weak 
rule of law, pervasive corruption, low social capital, extensive 
patron-client relationships, widespread nepotism, and what so-
ciologists would recognize as “patrimonial” or “neopatrimonial” 
forms of domination”.8 

IN PARTICULAR, this kind of domination highlights the relations 
between society (political community) and the political elites 
(agents controlling the state power structures). A basic purpose 
of such domination (governing in the post-Soviet mode) is “rent 
extraction”. It is “the major goal and substantive purpose of 
governing the state at all levels of authority”.9 This authority 
has to handle the issue of its legitimization. This is quite compli-
cated problem because the process of the creation of the power 
structures as well as the patterns of recruiting their staff are 
not transparent. Implementation of the electoral procedures 
have not supplied a credible means of legal legitimization of the 
state’s power. Thus, the other patterns for gaining credibility are 
strongly needed. The ability to generate “growth and develop-
ment” might be one of them.10 Obviously, if the representatives 
of the state power were willing to produce growth and develop-
ment, or at least to give the impression of generating it, it would 

The Cathedral of Saint George in Lviv was the mother church of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church until 2011 … 
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itself from the eschatological patterns of legitimizing the “new” 
social order.11 Thus, the Leninist version of Marxism perpetuated 
demand for the eschatological justification of social reality — or 
rather the presence of eschatological phraseology in the manner 
of describing and the method of justifying this reality. This was a 
favorable precondition for the future involvement of religion in 
political issues after the collapse of the USSR and the “Leninist 
extinction”.

It can be assumed that this demand, after several years of in-
tense Marxist-Leninist indoctrination, was inherited by the post-
Soviet mentality. In this context, it 
is worth noting together with Larisa 
Andreieva that dechristianization, 
which was the communists’ objec-
tive, does not have to be identical 
with secularization.12 Abandoning 
Christianity (or any other religion) 
does not necessarily have to mean 
the end of eschatology as such. The 
need for it is inscribed in the human 
subconscious. Marxism responded 
to this need and created a new 
religion which “deified man.”13 Bol-
shevism created the new order (or 
rather tried to create its beginnings) 
with its own religion. It was “the official denomination” of the 
Soviet state,14 which spread its “gospel” in a particularly ruthless 
manner.

Therefore, if we want to use the term “secularization” in 
relation to Ukraine and generally to the post-Soviet area, we 
ought to apply its specific meaning. It is slightly different from 
the one which is commonly considered to be relevant to West 

European societies. In this respect, Nonka Bogomilova’s view 
seems extremely inspiring. According to her, secularization has 
two consequences: “the erosion of the image of God as an abso-
lute, as a transcendent reality” and “the inclusion of religious 
faith and experience in the complex social texture of needs, 
passions, community identities pertaining to particular em-
pires, states, nations, ethnic groups, civilizations, classes”.15 As 
a result of this process, religion does not disappear, and it does 
not become excluded from the public space. On the contrary — 
it merges into it. The scholar illustratively states that as a result 

of this process, God was “divided” 
and became “a collaborator and 
participant in various human en-
terprises, strivings, yearnings”.16 
Secularization occurs when great 
religious systems lose their uni-
versal qualities by the fact that 
particular religious communities 
become entangled in the local, so-
cial and cultural circumstances. As 
a consequence, the real message of 
religion is determined not only by 
some general, universal principles 
or truths but also by a particular 
way of understanding them, which 

results from local circumstances.17 Under such circumstances, 
these messages and symbols may be applied in the current po-
litical processes as very useful symbolic capital.

The UGCC – paths to the present
In order to better understand the sources and character of the 
social and symbolic capital of the UGCC, a brief summary of 

“THE POSITION OF THE 
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES 
IN UKRAINIAN SOCIAL LIFE 

HAS BEEN DETERMINED 
BY THE FEATURES AND 

CONSEQUENCES OF 
THE SECULARIZATION 

PROCESS IN THE POST-
SOVIET PERIOD.”

… when the Cathedral of the Resurrection of Christ in Kyiv was inaugurated. 
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origin and history of this church is necessary. The archeparchy 
in Kyiv was erected after baptism in the Eastern rite in 988. 
The new church community was canonically subordinate to 
the patriarchate in Constantinople. Its territory included lands 
which afterwards were incorporated to the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth in 15th and 16th centuries. Nowadays, this is the 
general area of contemporary Belarus and Ukraine. In practice, 
the Kyiv archeparchy acquired broad autonomy, although its 
hierarchs still recognized the superiority of the patriarch in 
Constantinople. However, at the end of 16th century majority of 
them decided to break their canonical ties with Constantinople 
and placed themselves under the authority of the pope in Rome. 
Finally, it happened after signing the Act of the Union in Brest 
in 1596.18 In that way, the Uniate Church emerged. Its clergy and 
believers belonged to the Catholic Church, but they preserved 
an organizational autonomy and the Eastern rite. The union 
from 1596 met serious internal opposition. Some part of the 
clergy and believers had rejected the act of joining the Catholic 
Church and started the struggle for the legal restitution of the Or-
thodox Church in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Frank 
Sysyn pointed out that in the first fifty years, the Uniate Church 
was more successful in Belarus than in Ukraine. Especially the 
Khmelnytskyi Uprising “placed the very existence of the Uniate 
Church in doubt”.19 The Uniate Church secured its position in 
the second half of the 17th century. According to F. Sysyn “the 
retention of all Belorussia, Galicia and Right-Bank Ukraine by the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth after 1667 ensured the victory 
of the Union in these lands by the early eighteenth century”.20 

Although the argument between adherents and opponents 
of the Brest Union was very ardent and sometimes violent, it 
resulted in the revitalization of the ties between the Eastern 
Christianity in the Ukrainian lands and the All-European cultural 
and civilizational processes.21 After the 
final partition of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth in 1795, the structures 
of the Uniate Church started to func-
tion in two states: the Russian Empire 
and the Habsburg Empire. 

The majority of the Uniate Church’s 
structures in the Romanov dynasty 
were liquidated in 1839. Its clergy and 
faithful were forced to “come back” to 
the Orthodox Church.22 The last Uniate 
eparchy in the Russian state lasted till 
1875 (eparchy of Chełm). Finally, it was 
formally converted to Orthodoxy un-
der pressure from state authorities.23

The Uniate Church survived in the Habsburg monarchy in 
Galicia. It was renamed to the Greek-Catholic Church, and it 
gained a new separate, organizational framework based on the 
archeparchy of Halych that was formally restored in 1807. With 
time, the UGCC became a pivotal institution of Ukrainian nation-
al life in Galicia. Official political representation of the Galician 
Ukrainians was first acknowledged during the period of the Rev-
olutions of 1848. It was headed by the UGCC bishop of Peremyshl 

Hryhoriy Yakymovych. A huge part of the Greek-catholic clergy 
remained influenced by the idea of the cultural and national 
unity of all the Eastern Slavic peoples under the aegis of the Rus-
sian tsar.24 The so-called Moskalophiles were quite strong in the 
second half of the 19th century. However, starting in the 1980s, 
a new, competing, national Ukrainian orientation emerged 
among the Greek-catholic clergy. As John-Paul Himka pointed 
out, “from the very end of the nineteenth century onward, the 
division over political orientation in the clergy was largely gen-
erational, with older priests being Russophile and younger ones 
being national populist”.25

THE FORMATION OF the new elites of the UGCC was strongly af-
fected by the reform of the Order of Saint Basil the Great which 
started in 1882.26 It was the only Greek-Catholic monastic com-
munity at that time. The reformed Basilian order was “the most 
far-reaching response to the national movement from a Christian 
perspective”.27 J.-P. Himka asserted, that the Basilian monks 
“borrowed and improved upon the methods of the national 
movement in order to initiate a religious revival among the spiri-
tually endangered Ruthenian peasantry”.28 However, it was quite 
a difficult challenge. The UGCC’s position in Ukrainian social life 
in Galicia was questioned at that time by an increasing wave of 
anti-clericalism among the lay representatives of the Ukrainian 
elites.29 This Church restored at least part of its social leadership 
under the Metropolitan Andrei Sheptytsky. He actively sup-
ported Ukrainian ambitions in political, economic and cultural 
spheres, including the issue of state-building in Eastern Galicia at 
the end of the World War I.

During the interwar period, Ukrainian national life in Galicia 
was strongly influenced by the underground nationalist move-
ment. Some of the Greek-Catholic clergy sympathized with the 

nationalists and supported their ac-
tivities. One of the leaders of the Orga-
nization of the Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN), Andriy Melnyk, had very close 
relations with A. Sheptytsky.30 On the 
other hand, Sheptytsky outrightly 
rejected and condemned some key 
parts of the nationalist’s ideology and 
the acts of political terror launched 
by the OUN.31 He tried to mobilize the 
UGCC to fight the nationalist move-
ment “for the souls” of the Ukrainian 
youth. Although ties between the 
Greek-catholic clergy and the Ukraini-
an nationalist movement were numer-

ous and sometimes very close, the UGCC was able to preserve its 
autonomy in Ukrainian national life during the entire interwar 
period, as well as facing the dramatic wartime challenges after 
1939.32

After former Eastern Galicia had been incorporated into the 
Soviet Union, the UGCC became one of the main obstacles to 
the process of Sovietization. Therefore, the Soviet authorities 
decided to smooth it out and they held a so called “council” in 
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1946. Its participants were strictly supervised by the NKVD. This 
gathering “decided” on liquidation of the UGCC and declared 
a “reunion” with the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC)33. As a 
result, the UGCC was formally eliminated. The Russian Ortho-
dox Church not only discussed (as it finally seemed) the conse-
quences of the events in 1596, but also “consumed” the ecclesial 
structure and infrastructure, which it would never be able to re-
build after the period of Bolshevik repression and would not be 
in a position to compete with. It was no accident that during the 
entire Soviet period, the densest network of the ROC’s parishes 
existed in the L’viv, Stanislaviv (Ivano-Frankivs’k) and Ternopil’ 
oblasts, meaning in the former “Uniates” areas.34

In subsequent years, the liquidation of the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church and its consequences has become — especially 
from the perspective of the Moscow Patriarchate, a constitutive 
element of an official Soviet order. However, the UGCC survived 
on the underground. The “catacomb church” was supported 
by the UGCC structures in exile (in Western Europe, North and 
South America).35

The “catacomb church” consisted of two wings. The first 
one might be described as a radical. It was based on “a few 
Ukrainian Greek Catholic priests together with a small number 
of believers”36 who chose “exclusion from socialist society and 
suffering persecution for ‘anti-Soviet activity’”.37 However, Na-
talia Shlikhta asserts, “that the vast majority of Ukrainian Greek 
Catholics opted for another solution”.38 They formally joined 
the officially ROC, although, in fact, they created an informal 
“church within the church”, a ‘crypto-uniate community’”.39 
Therefore, a new kind of “lived identity” emerged among those 
“formally converted”. It allowed adherents “to preserve their re-
ligious and national distinctiveness”40. There was some friction 
between representatives of these two wings of the “catacomb 
church”. “Involuntary converts” suffered “the accusations of 
‘apostasy’ and ‘corruption’ from the Catholics and many cata-
comb priests”.41

AS NATALIA SHLIKHTA pointed out, the path they chose, “on the one 
hand, offered them a less threatened existence and some pos-
sibility for the legal exercise of their faith. On the other hand (as 
did the clandestine activities of the ‘catacomb’ church, albeit in a 
quite different way), it also contributed to ensuring conditions for 
the revival of the UGCC after the collapse of the Soviet Union”.42 
For example, at the end of February and beginning of March of 
1989, a solemn mass took place in Lviv in connection with the 175th 
anniversary of Taras Shevchenko’s birth. Between 25.000 and 
30.000 followers gathered, and the mass was concelebrated by 
two clergymen: ROC member Fr. Mykhailo Nyskohuz and Mykhai-
lo Voloshyn from the still-underground Greek Catholic Church. At 
the end of the mass, both priests gave each other a sign of Christ’s 
peace and declared that both churches “always strived for coex-
istence in peace and mutual respect,” which, as they said, met 
with counteractions from the state authorities. In the view of both 
clergymen, it was the outer-Orthodox factors that were respon-
sible for the ongoing divisions.43 Two months later, Fr Mykhailo 
Nyzkohuz and his “crypto-uniate community” in village Stara Sil 

officially joined the UGCC. Representatives of the local party no-
menklatura “accompanied by no fewer than eighteen Russian Or-
thodox priests” took the measures in order to counter the revival 
of the Greek-catholic parish. They tried “to confiscate the church 
keys and expel Fr Nyzkohuz, but about 1,500 people formed a 
phalanx to keep out the intruders. The next day, May 14th, perhaps 
the biggest congregation ever seen assembled to participate in the 
liturgy, which Fr Nyzkohuz celebrated”.44

On September 17, 1989, on the streets of Lviv, a demonstra-
tion took place which, according to various estimates, consisted 
of 250.000 to 300.000 people. The participants of the march 
demanded religious freedom for Greek Catholics.45 It seems that 
local Soviet authorities were not able to carry out an indepen-
dent, coordinated and far-reaching policy towards the UGCC. 
Practically until the last moment, they were mentally unable to 
cope with the problem of normalizing the position of the Greek 
Catholic Church.46 The UGCC was one of few elements of Soviet 
social life that was independent from the operative nomenkla-
tura system. 

Finally, the UGCC was legalized in December, 1989. This event 
not only called into question further activities of the Russian Or-
thodox Church in the territory of former Galicia. The catacomb 
Uniate Church became a symbol of the fight for freedom and was 
one of the few elements of Ukrainian identity which were not 
Sovietized. 

Allegedly, “the voluntary return” of the Greek Catholic 
Church to the bosom of the Orthodox Church, which was to take 
place as a result of the so called “council” in Lviv 1946, was one 
of the fundamental, foundation myths, which was used to legiti-
mize Soviet power in the territory of the former Galicia. There-
fore, permission to legalize the UGCC again called into question 
the legal validity of the communist party’s monopoly, not only in 
the ideological sphere, but also in terms of existing power struc-
tures and public life.

Although legalization of UGCC resulted from Gorbachev’s pol-
icy of “new thinking” (Perestroika), this issue extended beyond 
the limits of the freedom that the majority of the executors of the 
reforms from nomenklatura structures might have imagined. 
Yosyp Terelya — one of the best-known Greek Catholic dissidents 
— claimed that the decision to legalize the Greek Catholic Church 
was made in 1988 in practice. By his account, and also based on 
information leaks that reached the West, it became clear that in 
return, representatives of the legalized Greek Catholic structures 
were expected to break off their relations with the Vatican and 
the formal leader, Metropolitan Myroslav Lubachivskyi — who 
at that time was in exile.47 From the viewpoint of the Catholic 
Church, such plans were obviously meaningless, and it has never 
happened.  However, looking from the perspective of the then 
party-state structures, they were in a way understandable. It 
may be supposed that based on their original assumptions, the 
Soviet authorities were willing to permit the liberalization of so-
cial life, although the entire process was to be strictly controlled. 
Meanwhile, the Greek Catholic Church was too independent 
and might pose a threat in that its representatives would be “dis-
loyal,” that is, they would be unwilling to limit their activities to 
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clearly marked boundaries. The sources of this independence 
were rightly detected in the links between the Greek Catholic 
Church and outside elements: the Vatican and the Ukrainian 
Diaspora. As long as the structures of this community reached 
outside — beyond the Soviet system of relations between the au-
thorities and society and between the State and the Church — it 
was impossible to control. That is why it had to be perceived as a 
potential threat to the planned, “controlled liberalization.”

When the era of the Ukrainian independence had begun, the 
UGCC was of few well institutional-
ized structures of the social life with 
non-Sovietized and non-Russified 
identity. The underground clergy 
had to appreciate the significance 
of close ties to the faithful, leading 
to the development of a sense of 
community. The UGCC was able to 
survive this difficult period due to 
such virtues as the ability to self-or-
ganise, responsibility, and willing-
ness to cooperate and sacrifice for 
the common good. It seems that 
due to the heritage of the ”period 
of catacombs”, the clergy of the 
UGCC accustomed quite well the 
behaviors appropriate to “the horizontal networks of exchange 
relations”.

UGCC – quantitative  
and geographical limitations
In light of available statistical data, UGCC, in comparison with 
other Eastern-Christian denominations, does not seem to be 
a relatively large religious community. According to the social 
surveys published in 2000, “Eight per cent of the population of 
Ukraine said they supported the UGCC. This is 3.800.000 people: 
considerably fewer than the UGCC officially claims”.48 Similar 
results were seen in social surveys systematically conducted by 
Ukrainian Center for Economic and Political Studies (UCEPS). 
According a study by this group in 2000, a total of 7.6 % respon-
dents in the whole Ukraine identified themselves with UGCC. In 
2013, this number decreased to 5.7% but subsequently increased 
to 9.5% in 2018. For comparison, during the same period, the 
percentage of respondents declared as “Orthodox” fluctuated 
between 66.6% (2000), 70.6 (2013) and 67.3% (2018).49 

Moreover, territory where UGCC has strong and real struc-
tures and where the majority of Greek- Catholics live seems to be 
strongly geographically limited to the boundaries of the former 
Galicia, i.e. to the space, which before 1918, had belonged to the 
Habsburg Empire, and during the interwar period was part of 
Poland. In compliance with the contemporary administrative 
division of lands, the former Galicia covers L’viv and Ivano-
Frankivs’k oblast, and partially in Ternopil’ oblast. These three 
regions are commonly considered as a UGCC heartland, fully 
dominated by the Greek Catholics. However, this conviction 
does not reflect reality. Few years ago, Andrii Yurash examined 

this oversimplification. In his reasonable estimation, no more 
than 45—50 percent of the population of Galicia were active 
members of the UGCC (although as many as 60 percent may 
claim formal allegiance). Yurash underlined that his estimations 
related to the proportion of people who identify as Greek- Catho-
lic or Orthodox should be verified by deeper research at the 
lower-level administrative units.50

It seems that these estimations may also be scrutinized with 
another type of data. It is worth using official reports on the 

number of temples belonging to 
the Greek Catholic communities 
in the above-mentioned regions, 
either on their own or as property 
transferred to them without owner-
ship rights. Such an approach pro-
vides better opportunity to evalu-
ate the real level of institutionaliza-
tion of UGCC. Thus, it should be 
easier to assess the presence of this 
church in current everyday social 
life in Ukraine. 

According to available data from 
2015, Greek-Catholic communities 
in Ivano-Frankivs’k oblast held 
657 of the 1249 religious buildings. 

In L’viv and Ternopil oblast, they respectively held 1497 of 2177 
buildings and 698 of 1535 buildings. In other words, they oc-
cupied an average of 55 % of religious buildings in these three 
regions (52% in Ivano-frankivsk oblast, 68% in L’viv oblast and 
45% in Ternopil oblast)51. These statistics show that UGCC has a 
slightly more believers than Yurash originally estimated. Howev-
er, at the same time, it is obvious that domination of UGCC in the 
religious sphere in former Galicia is not as evident as in the case 
of the Roman Catholic Church in Poland, for example.

UGCC as an agent of the social life  
in Ukraine – three case studies
In order to better understand features of the UGCC’s agency in 
Ukrainian social life three case studies will be examined. The 
first one relates to the visit of Pope John Paul II in Ukraine in 
2001. This case illustrates the value of the ties between the UGCC 
and the external world (out of the domestic neopatrimonial 
order). The second case refers to the approach of the UGCC 
leadership to the issue of fundraising during the construction 
of the Cathedral of the Resurrection of Christ in Kyiv. This is an 
example of how the UGCC (at least, its leaders) handle the patro-
nalistic rules of social life in Ukraine. The third case sheds a little 
bit of light on the participation of the UGCC in the events related 
to the Euromaidan. This is an opportunity to look at the UGCC 
as an important actor in the political and social processes at the 
All-Ukrainian level. 

John Paul II in Ukraine
Significance of the structural connection between UGCC and 
the Vatican was very apparent during visit of Pope John Paul II 
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to Ukraine in 2001. A lot of important events happened then. 
Of course, key events included the public religious services cel-
ebrated in Kyiv and Lviv. There were two services in each town — 
one in the Latin rite and the second in the Byzantine rite. In this 
second case, UGCC appeared in the role of a host. In Kyiv, 70.000 
people attended a holy mass.52 It was the largest mass event in 
the Ukrainian capital, apart from previous events related to the 
Orange Revolution and Dignity Revolution. Religious service in 
the Eastern rite in Lviv attracted around 1.2 million people.53 

The visit of John Paul II, assisted by the UGCC, was an event 
that occurred on a national scale. For the first time in a long 
time, the people did not take part in it as passive spectators, or 
as participants in a previously planned scenario. Pope John Paul 
II did not come to meet President Kuchma or to visit one of the 
Churches or its hierarchs but approached the Ukrainian people 
directly. The authorities could only assist in this meeting.54 More-
over, John Paul II came to Ukraine at a very specific moment. A 
huge political and social action “Ukraine without Kuchma” had 
started few months before. The struggle of the Ukrainian social 
and political community to gain agency in its relationships with 
the state power authorities underwent a new dynamic. The 
Pope’s visit to Ukraine likely helped the UGCC became an influ-
ential participant in this process.

It seems that in the social consciousness of Ukrainian people 
a pope is permanently associated as a symbolic capital, which 
potentially might be useful for different activities in the public 
sphere. Such a conclusion stems from the results of social sur-
veys related to public trust of  the “leaders of global churches”. 
In 2018 in Ukraine, 42% of respondents trusted Pope Francis. 
He quite noticeably exceeded the level of trust of leaders of the 
Orthodox hierarchy. Patriarch of Constantinople Bartholomew 
might count on the trust of 31% respondents. Only 16% of par-
ticipants in the survey declared their trust in Moscow Patriarch 
Kirill55. Such a ranking of public trust in the papal leadership is 
likely to be favorable to UGCC and its social mission, since this 
community acts as the main native connector between Ukraine 
(Ukrainians) and Vatican.

Dealing with the domestic  
neo-patrimonial order
It seems that the autonomy of the UGCC from the neopatrimo-
nial rules stems not only from the strong ties with the “external” 
agent like the pope or diaspora. It is also based on the symbolic 
and social capital that the UGCC has at its disposal. The leaders 
of the UGCC learned how to protect it from devaluation. The 
statement by the former superior of UGCC, Liubomyr Huzar, 
from 2002 proved it quite well. On the eve of the parliamentary 
elections in 2002 he declared, “In a fever of the electoral cam-
paign more and more often we witness different actions of can-
didates who attempt to make impression among the voters that 
they have some extraordinary blessing or support from UGCC. 
This phenomenon is visible mostly on the printed materials, 
photos, promotional gadgets or it even comes up in propositions 
to make donations to the Church, sometimes even very valuable 
donations.”56 Cardinal Huzar referred to the attempts to abuse 

the UGCC’s authority or some elements of its public image for 
particular political goals i.e. for the purposes of the neopatrimo-
nial order. It might happen directly by exploiting the symbols re-
lated to the UGCC during the parliamentary election campaign. 
At the same time, there are more sophisticated ways of exploit-
ing the symbolic and social capital of the UGCC. For example, 
some opportunities for gaining support from the UGCC might 
occur (mainly material and financial). Apparently, they would 
seem very attractive. However, if such support was accepted, the 
“beneficiary” would enter into a patron-client dependency. It 
seems that the UGCC’s leadership has been aware of this threat. 
For example, it was quite evident in the case of the construction 
of the Cathedral of the Resurrection of Christ in Kyiv. It was one 
of the most important investments by the UGCC after 1991. At 
same time, it became an enormous challenge for this community 
from the financial point of view.

CONSTRUCTION OF THIS large sacral building by UGCC started in 
2002.57 It might be considered as an element in the strategy of 
getting out beyond the limits of the borders of the former Galicia. 
Implementation of this investment would prove the ability of 
UGCC to become a real All-Ukrainian agent of social life. Thus, it 
is worth turning our attention to one very characteristic element 
of the fundraising strategy launched by the coordinators of the 
construction of the Greek-catholic cathedral in Kyiv. Cardinal 
Husar summarized it briefly as: “Our point is that we do not want 
to accept any donations from the official organs. Because it is 
always intertwined with some kind, I would say, “gratitude”.  
We want to be a free Church and we do not want that dona-
tions we accepted would put us off telling truth when it will be 
necessary”.58 

Such projects provide an opportunity for various agents in 
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the political system through their formal and informal structures 
to provide financial “support”. Actually, it is nothing but a recip-
rocal transaction: money in exchange for symbolic capital which 
stems from a public affirmation of the generosity of the backer 
made by the endowed community. In other words, under the 
Ukrainian conditions, acceptance of such kind of support means 
de facto joining a neopatrimonial network of relationships based 
on a patron-client pattern. Apparently, at least the UGCC leader-
ship recognizes the challenges which an actor struggling for its 
agency in a patronalist order has to face. The strategy applied 
to the task of fundraising for the construction of the cathedral 
in Kyiv seems to confirm this hypoth-
esis. Huzar’s successor, Metropolitan 
Shevchuk, stated during the electoral 
campaign in 2012 that, “Our church has 
always been active in social develop-
ments. However, we never tell anyone 
to vote for anyone, and we do not allow 
our clergy to participate in the elec-
tion campaign.”59 A few weeks later, on 
August 20, 2012, the superior of the UGCC emphasized during his 
sermon in Kolomyia that, “once the Church interferes in politics, 
it always loses. Because any political party which attempts to 
bestow favor from the Church won’t let it be free”.60 However, 
despite the Metropolitan Shevchuk’s claims, some representa-
tives of the lower Greek-Catholic clergy were openly involved in 
electoral agitation in favor of some candidates. As a rule, these 
candidates were presented as “backers” and “benefactors” of 
the local church communities61. Thus, it would be very interest-
ing to examine how efficiently the UGCC was able to protect its 
autonomy against clientelist layouts at the local level.   

UGCC and the Euromaidan
A lot of different religious communities were involved in Euro-
maidan. Some of them participated in these turbulent events 
quite actively. This extremely interesting phenomenon attracted 
the attention of numerous researchers of Ukrainian society62. 
During the events related to Euromaidan “churches acted like 
civic organizations. They had similar strategic goals and were in 
search of leadership. /…/ For church authorities Maidan became 
a way to increase their presence in public space”.63 This article 
is focused only on the activity of the UGCC. Therefore, it is not a 
comprehensive analysis of the interrelations between all Ukrai-
nian religious communities and the protestors and main agents 
of the Euromaidan.64 

At the beginning of this publication, the most important 
events related to the involvement of religious institutions in the 
emerging political crisis in Ukraine were juxtaposed. This review 
starts with the public statement of the Ukrainian Catholic Uni-
versity, which is closely connected with UGCC. Their statement 
referred to the collapse of the Ukrainian eurointegration process 
by the government from November 22, 2013.65 It proves that from 
the very beginning, the Greek-Catholic community was well pre-
pared to react to the changing social and political situation. 

It is also worth to turning our attention to the genesis of the 

notion of a “Revolution of Dignity”, as the protests came to be 
referred to. “At first, in the context of ’Theology of Maidan‘, an 
Orthodox theologian Cyril Hovorun mentioned dignity as “em-
bedded by God into human nature”.66 However, it was one of 
the most prominent representatives of the UGCC, bishop Borys 
Gudziak, who directly linked this expression to the events on 
Maidan. Then the notion of “Revolution of Dignity” became a 
“slogan”, which “helped to explain and legitimize the mass pro-
tests, to articulate their purpose”.67 

Undoubtedly, the most important and dramatic events dur-
ing Euromaidan, such as student demonstrations, clashes with 

police forces, consultations and nego-
tiations, and shooting the protesters 
took place at Independence Square 
and the surrounding area, (which 
gave a name to the protests as “maid-
an”, meaning a square). However, it 
is worth recalling another episode 
that is directly linked with UGCC, and 
which became an additional catalyst 

for the confrontation between a large part of Ukrainian society 
and the government of President Viktor Yanukovych. On January 
3, 2014, the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture submitted the superior 
of UGCC Metropolitan Sviatoslav Shevchuk with an official state-
ment that included the threat of “ the termination of the respec-
tive religious organizations.”68 The reason for such a reaction of 
the government was religious activity, which was allegedly being 
conducted by “the representatives of the Ukrainian Greek Catho-
lic Church, in particular, at Independence Square in Kyiv during 
December of last year and in the new year — 2014”,  violated “the 
law of Ukraine regarding freedom of conscience and religious 
organization.”69 On January 13, 2014, Metropolitan Shevchuk 
made the contents of this statement public. This triggered public 
outcry and an additional wave of criticism of the government.70 
The Committee on Culture and Spirituality of the Ukrainian Su-
preme Council examined the activities of the Ministry of Culture. 
It turned out that the statement originated with the Security Ser-
vice of Ukraine.71 The entire event mobilized new groups to resist 
the state-power that was associated with President Yanukovych. 
Olena Panych wisely pointed out that “the authority of UGCC in 
Ukrainian society and the support of international community 
were so high, that any attempts of governmental persecution 
were doomed to failure.”72 It is worth recalling that priests from 
different religious communities were also present at the Inde-
pendence Square. However, the government considered activity 
by representatives of UGCC especially dangerous. 

IN ORDER TO BETTER understand the role played by UGCC in 
Ukrainian social life, it is worth referencing to the available 
knowledge of the participants in the mass protests in Kyiv. Re-
search conducted by Olga Onuch and Gwendolyn Sasse collected 
a lot of very interesting material related to this issue. One of its 
pivotal research questions was, “Who was the Maidan”.73 Onuch 
and Sasse aimed at answering that question with data collected 
from “the EuroMaidan Protest Participant Survey, brief, on-site 
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interviews with protesters, interviews with politicians, activists 
and journalists, and focus groups with ordinary citizens and 
activists”74. It turned out that the majority of protestors hailed 
from Kyiv or the Kyiv region. (57%). At the same time, according 
to the research results from Onuch and Sasse, around 25% of the 
active participants in protests on Independence Square declared 
that they belong to UGCC. The Razumkov Center has conducted 
systematic research on religiosity and interrelations between 
the religious sphere and social sphere in Ukraine since 2000. 
Unfortunately, Kyiv oblast is counted together with other central 
oblasts of Ukraine — Vinnytsa, Zhytomyr, Kirovohrad, Poltava, 
Sumy, Khmelnytskyi and Chernihiv. In 2013, only 1.2% of respon-
dents from central Ukraine that is defined in that way declared 
themselves as Greek-Catholics.75 According to the official data 
UGCC had only 8 of 681 religious buildings in the Kyiv region.76

Thus, a very interesting question arises: how to explain such 
big percentage of the Greek-Catholic believers among the partici-
pants of the Euromaidan? Partially this stemmed from the fact 
that a huge group of them came from the “Galician” region of 
Ukraine. Referring to the survey results from Onuch and Sasse, 
residents from Western Ukraine, mostly from Lviv and Ternopil 
oblasts, accounted for about 14% of protestors on Independence 
Square. However, in light of the previous conclusions related 
to the religious situation in the territory of the former Galicia, it 
would be hard to expect that everyone who came to Kyiv from 
this region to join the protests was Greek-Catholic. Thus, the 
data collected on the identity of participants in the protests on 
Independence Square likely indicate that associating with UGCC 
strongly influences social and political behaviors. In this case, 
it was intertwined with motivation for active participation in 
the actions of civil disobedience within the framework of Euro-
maidan.

Soon after overthrowing of President Yanukovych, leaders of 
the Ukrainian religious communities gathered on February 25, 
2014 for a special meeting with Oleksandr Turchynov, who took 

over as provisional head of state. He thanked them that “at a dif-
ficult time they stayed with the people and supported them.” 77 

A spokesman for the Ukrainian parliament, Oleksandr Tur-
chynov, became an acting president after the overthrow of 
Yanukovych. His acknowledgment addressed all churches and 
religious organizations in Ukraine. He did not favor any of them. 
However, it soon turned out that a new political configuration 
took shape after the Revolution of Dignity, in which the UGCC 
obtained a specific privileged position, at least for a while. This 
was demonstrated by an initiative to launch a state level celebra-
tion of 150th anniversary of the birth of Metropolitan Andrei 
Sheptytsky.78 

SHEPTYTSKY WAS A superior of UGCC between 1901—1944. He is 
object of a special worship among the Greek-Catholics. A process 
of his beatification started in 1960s. However, the significance 
and legacy of Sheptytsky goes far beyond the purely religious or 
ecclesiastical sphere. He was one of the most influential person-
alities in Ukrainian social and political life in Galicia and in inter-
war Poland. Addressing social issues became a very important 
part of his pastoral activity.79 Among other things, Sheptytsky 
tried to formulate in his writings a vision of the future indepen-
dent Ukrainian state.80 

This issue was exploited soon after the Euromaidan as a 
reason for developing an image of Sheptytsky as one of the 
”state builders” (derzhavotvorets) of a contemporary indepen-
dent Ukraine. On the June 17, 2014, the Ukrainian Supreme 
Court passed a resolution honoring the 150th anniversary of 
Sheptytsky’s birth at the official state level in 2015.81 Authors 
of the draft of the bill argued that such a resolution “will en-
able Ukraine to celebrate at the state level” the anniversary “of 
person who became a bridge between Western and Eastern 
churches, who supported restoration of the Ukrainian state and 
who fostered the development of the Ukrainian culture and 
spirituality”.82 
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The initiative to involve state institutions in the commemora-
tion of the 150th anniversary of the birth of Sheptytsky might be 
interpreted as an attempt to legitimize the post-Maidan elite 
who took control of the state. Its representatives tried to use the 
symbolic capital related to UGCC to achieve their own purposes. 
The UGCC took this chance. As a result of this kind of exchange 
transaction, rather non-communitarian social capital was gener-
ated. The question whether such a result aligned with the previ-
ous aims of the UGCC leaders is of secondary importance. What 
is really interesting is the fact that, although the UGCC accepted 
the exchange with the neopatrimonial agents, it did not adopt a 
typical client’s position. 

UGCC during the Dignity Revolution proved that it had rele-
vant institutional and human resources, as well as the social and 
symbolic capital to secure a position as an important agent in 
Ukrainian social life. Moreover, the UGCC was able to go beyond 
its own geographical limitations and become a specific, soft-
power actor to influence the political system at the All-Ukrainian 
level.

Conclusion
As a rule, the majority of the agents in social life in Ukraine — 
media, political parties, NGOs and religious communities, are at 
risk of being subordinated to and dependent on the patronalistic 
rules. If agents reject them, they are at risk of being marginal-
ized. The UGCC very significantly differentiates from the other 
Eastern Christian religious communities in Ukraine. This church 
as an institution in Ukrainian social life has maintained relatively 
broad autonomy from these patronalistic rules. 

Moreover, the UGCC, as an agent in Ukrainian social and 
political life, is able to handle one more characteristic feature of 
the neopatrimonial order: the conditionality of the autonomy 
of “domestic political and economic actors vis-à-vis the political 
center”. As Gelman pointed out, this autonomy can be reduced 
and/or abolished at any given moment.83 It seems that for the 
time being this rule has not yet applied to the UGCC. 

Some important elements of the UGCC’s structure are ac-
tive outside of Ukraine, in North and the South America, and in 
Western and Central Europe. Moreover, from the point of view 
of symbolic capital, it is extraordinarily important that UGCC is 
a part of the Catholic Church and has strong organizational and 
spiritual ties with the Vatican. It seems that these are the pivotal 
factors which determine the above-mentioned autonomy.

In addition, the UGCC inherited from the Roman Catholic 
Church the requirement to shape basic doctrinal principles, 
rules, and theses into both abstract and formal definitions. Thus, 
the general Catechism of the Catholic Church provides a great deal 
of guidance on how to handle modern social developments. In 
2011, the UGCC formulated its own catechism. This document 
contains a brief and relatively clear definition of a civil society 
that accommodates Christian ethics: “Church is a life-giving 
environment for sanctifying human nature and for personal de-
velopment. In Church, a human can also develop himself in his 
social dimension /…/. A desire for sanctity itself opens Christians 
to serve their fellow man and society. For that reason, Christians 

are creative participants in civil society”.84 The authors of the 
catechism further wrote, “Civil society is marked by the procliv-
ity of its members towards internal self-organization, openness, 
and autonomous activity for the common good. The Church in 
its social dimension is a pattern of civil society as long as it raises 
Christian citizens who are able to be sympathetic to the needs of 
their fellow man and react to them”.85 

These statements provide a good background for the partic-
ipation by and development of the “horizontal networks of ex-
change relations”. It is worth noting that they stemmed not only 
from abstract theological reflection, but they were also based 
on practical experience. The sophisticated phrases of the cate-
chism are also based on broad experience acquired during the 
church’s underground “catacomb” period, for example, through 
the UGCC’s involvement in the development of civil society in 
Ukraine during the Orange Revolution and Revolution of Dignity.

The UGCC, more than the other Eastern-Christian communi-
ties, builds its social position mostly on the basis of its relations 
with people and not with the structures of the state-power. The 
unconditional autonomy of the UGCC towards these structures 
was inherited from the Soviet “catacomb” period. It also stems 
from sensitivity of the church hierarchy to the different kinds of 
threats which might undermine this autonomy.

The process of shaping a new identity of the political com-
munity in Ukraine gained new dynamics due to the events of Eu-
romaidan and to its consequences (the overthrow of President 
Yanukovych, hybrid warfare with Russia, intensification of the 
tension between neopatrimonial and civil models of social life, 
decommunization of the public sphere). The UGCC has some 
important assets which allow this church to go actively engage 
with these processes. First of all, it is one of the best, institution-
alized, non-governmental agents in current Ukrainian social 
life. Secondly, this community acquired a habit of protecting 
and maintaining essential independence towards formal and 
informal structures of neopatrimonial power. This is a crucial 
challenge for all agents who attempt to influence social life in 
contemporary Ukraine.

Ukrainian social life is shaped by two networks of relations 
of exchange: vertical and horizontal. They cross each other. 
The first one still dominates everyday life in Ukraine. Horizontal 
relations, in turn, are to some extent unspoken, and they have 
been put in motion as a byproduct of the clashes between the 
main agents of the neopatrimonial order. These clashes resulted 
directly or indirectly in such events as the proclamation of the 
state independence, the visit of the John Paul II, the Orange and 
Dignity Revolutions. The UGCC was an active participant in these 
events. It seems that the UGCC has at its disposal the symbolic 
capital which may be profitably exchanged both via the vertical 
relations with the state power and neopatrimonial structures 
and via the horizontal relations with the agents of the growing 
civil society. ≈
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