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Research Abstract 

In 1946 the USSR ordered a mass religious conversion in newly Soviet West Ukraine. 

After an official declaration made by local priests and the Ukrainian Council of People’s 

Commissars, KGB officers and armed members of the Soviet apparatus converted Greek 

Catholic (Uniate) clergy and believers in the western provinces of Ukraine to Russian Orthodoxy 

and declared the Greek Catholic Church theologically invalid. Already we have a paradox: Why 

would the world’s first atheist state be involved in the management of personal religious 

belonging and allegiance? The Greek Catholic Church was in fact the only religious group in the 

USSR to be converted by Soviet authorities, as opposed to coming under state regulation or 

complete suppression.  

As I argue in this dissertation project, far from a temporary wartime concession to the 

Russian Orthodox Church, this state-run religious conversion remained a critical aspect of the 

Soviet state and party leaders’ vision for Soviet Ukraine and nationalities policy in that region 

until 1991. A foundational premise and working hypothesis of this project is that this post-war 

religious conversion drew on strategies historically deployed by the Russian Empire to lay claim 
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to space outside its borders, strategies radically different from the Bolshevik forging of the 

Soviet Union from 1917-1922 (Hirsch, 2005). My dissertation connects historiographies of the 

management of religion in the Russian Empire to the management of nationality in the Soviet 

Union to emphasize how Soviet strategists interpreted and used policies deployed by the Russian 

Empire and how categories of confession and nation impacted each other. These connections 

between religion and nation, both in Soviet and nationalist imaginations have not been given 

enough attention in the growing literature on Soviet nationalities policy and post-Soviet 

nationalisms.   

Research Goals 

During the three months I planned to spend in Ukraine my goals were to conduct archival 

work and connect with local scholars in order to answer my central research questions. As I 

began my research, the questions themselves began to change and my findings continued to 

reform my existing questions on a constant basis. My main objectives this summer were to 

conduct archival work in a few separate archives that each could provide a unique perspective on 

my topic. 

In my first research site, Lviv, I planned to conduct research in the State Archive of the 

Lviv Oblast (DALO) and its secondary branch (the former Communist Party Archive) as well as 

a private oral history archive, the Institute of Church History (affiliated with Ukrainian Catholic 

University). Thus, in Lviv I would be offered three varied archival perspectives on Soviet 
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religious policy- all three on the local level. At the state archive I would find the records of the 

Lviv branch of the Soviet state agency for the Russian Orthodox Church. While important 

research has been done on the decision to create an official state agency for the Russian 

Orthodox Church in 1943 (Miner, 2003), much less has been written on how this agency 

functioned, specifically as both an institution for training religious cadres (in state-run seminaries 

for example) and monitoring and regulating their activities. In Lviv, this agency had an even 

more robust mission as it had to create an Orthodox infrastructure from the now “reunited” 

Greek Catholic Church. The Communist Party Archive houses the records of the local party 

organs and how they, paradoxically it seems, also had an important role in shaping religion in 

Lviv.  

At the Institute of Church history, the records there provide a decidedly “unofficial” 

account of Russian Orthodoxy and Greek Catholicism since the archive there is made up of 

interviews done in the early 1990s with members of the so-called “underground” Greek Catholic 

Church that existed after the 1946 conversion. These interviews provide a valuable resource on 

individual experience and the memory of Soviet religious life after the collapse of the Soviet 

Union.  

In my second research site, Kyiv, my goals were to work with three archives- the state 

archive of Soviet Ukraine, the archive of the Soviet State Security Services (KGB, today SBU), 

and the Communist Party Archive. At the state and party archive in Kyiv my goals were to 
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understand what religious life looked like on a central, republican level and how these objectives 

were negotiated by Soviet Ukraine with its Western regions as well as with Moscow. At the 

recently declassified KGB archives, my goals were to understand what role secret police and 

security services played in orchestrating as well as reinforcing religious reunion and the 

consequences of that role.  

In my third research site, Uzhhorod, I sought another local perspective on religious 

reunion and religious practice. A less well-known religious reunion took place in the Zakarpattia 

region (in its capital, Uzhhorod) a few years after the original reunion in Lviv. In Uzhhorod I 

planned to understand the differences between these two reunions, both in how they were 

imagined by Soviet authorities and local actors.  

Finally, one of my goals was to improve my Ukrainian language skills.  

Research Activities 

I arrived in Lviv at the end of May and immediately began conducting archival work- at 

the Institute of Church History and at the State Archive and at its separate Communist Party off 

shoot. While officially the Institute of Church history’s archive was closed this summer for 

reorganization, one of the archivists kindly allowed me to borrow a representative sample of oral 

history interviews to work with on my own schedule. This was an incredibly kind gesture that 

allowed me to weave in reading oral histories with reading official documents. It became even 
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more essential because of how crowded the State Archive was. Each order for documents took 

10 business days- which is unheard of even among Soviet archives. While I began ordering 

documents literally the day I arrived it meant I could not do as much extensive work in the state 

archive as I had hoped. However, this unfortunate situation led me to spend more time at the 

Party Archive, which has its own division. At the Party Archive document orders took only a few 

minutes, instead of days. The Party archive proved to be much more useful than I had 

anticipated. In the case of Lviv, it turns out the Party had a much more robust role in 

orchestrating religious policy than I had previously thought. In key junctures in Soviet religious 

policy (such as the “reunion” between Russian Orthodoxy and Greek Catholicism, the 

assassination of anti-Greek Catholic Soviet writer Yaroslav Halan, and later atheism campaigns) 

the leading role was played by the Party who dictated the policy to be enacted by state 

institutions. Interestingly, the Party was not always on the side of giving less power to religious 

institutions or enforcing atheism.  

I had the opportunity to discuss these preliminary findings and hear from other scholars at 

workshop on religion in the Black Sea region, organized by Catherine Wanner in Kyiv at the end 

of May. While I did not present at the conference, attending the workshop allowed me to share 

with other scholars (international and Ukrainian alike) my preliminary findings and hear their 

feedback on some of my research questions. While in Lviv, I worked extensively with the 

Institute of Urban History of East Central Europe- an important research institute in Ukraine. It 
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was there, at the Institute of Urban History, that a fellow researcher suggested I dedicate more 

time to the Party archive- a suggestion that proved invaluable.  

 At the end of June, I traveled from Lviv to Kyiv. In Kyiv, I began regular Ukrainian 

lessons with my instructor, Pani Valentina. While our lessons helped me a great deal with 

grammar and vocabulary, Valentina also encouraged me to talk freely about my research and my 

impressions about Ukraine. These conversations were useful for building language skills and 

also gave me some insights into popular ideas about Soviet religion and about current affairs in 

Ukraine.  

 In Kyiv, I had planned to focus on three archives but found that the materials in the state 

and KGB archives were so rich that I did not want to spread myself too thin and decided to stop 

working at the Communist Party Archive. I hope that I will have time to return there in another 

stage in my research. Working at the KGB archives was a surreal experience. Despite the highly 

sensitive nature of many of the documents there, readers were free to photograph and order many 

documents. At first, it was shocking to read these reports. I am used to reading official state and 

Party reports which, while often classified, still maintain the so-called “official line” of policy, in 

the Soviet case and in other regional and national contexts. The KGB reports were entirely 

different. In the KGB reports and memos, officials spoke candidly about their frustration with 

local and central Soviet officials and expressed concern about the difficulties of implementing 

policy in postwar West Ukraine. The documents regularly mentioned the blackmail (or 
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kompromat) used to get members of the clergy and religious and national underground to work 

officially and in some cases, secretly for Soviet authorities. The KGB archives allowed me to see 

how much kompromat served as a tool to ensure the loyalty of powerful people for various ends, 

a topic that is surely relevant to the post-Soviet context as well.  

 In the state archive, I was able to experience a more central perspective on official 

Russian Orthodoxy that revealed to me how specific the West Ukrainian case was and how often 

this was acknowledged by officials. For example, the central Ukrainian Committee for the 

Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church (CAROC) routinely rejected requests from CAROC 

colleagues in West Ukraine to establish seminaries and other religious institutions in the western 

oblasts. Central CAROC was preoccupied by the threat of Greek Catholics but also an 

unspecified threat of a “Western Ukrainian” Orthodoxy that it could not control—even though 

the stated purpose of reunion was to create such an Orthodoxy.  

 For the last few weeks of my time in Ukraine, I had planned to go to Uzhhorod. 

However, because I was getting so much accomplished in Kyiv and had two archives that had 

regular, non-vacation hours in August I decided to spend my remaining time in Kyiv and save a 

trip to Uzhhorod for a later stage of my research.  

Important Research Findings 
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This archival work allowed me to make important findings and create a rough outline of 

the central themes and answers to my questions that will serve as my dissertation. First, my work 

at the SBU (former KGB) archive in Kyiv revealed the extent of the involvement of Soviet 

security services and secret police in determining religious policy, as well as carrying it out and 

enforcing it. KGB officers ascribed political meaning to religious rituals, noting in their reports 

how priests and their parishioners prayed and how these ritual choices might correspond to 

political beliefs. For example, it was up to members of the KGB to visit churches and observe 

the rituals of priests. If these KGB officers observed “Uniate” rituals, this would often lead to an 

investigation into the political activity of these priests. KGB officers were operating under the 

assumption, it seems to me, that priests who had converted to Orthodoxy but did not change all 

of their rituals may be suspect in other ways. While some of these priests were involved in “Anti-

Soviet activity,” it also seems that priests who performed Orthodox ritual “correctly” in the eyes 

of the KGB were not investigated. (See documents in Fond 15, Opis 1 GDA SBU) In further 

research, I am interested in how this practice created new connections between religious practice 

and Soviet political participation in West Ukraine.  

Because the Russian Orthodox Church only had a very small presence in West Ukraine 

before Soviet occupation, conversion to Orthodoxy also meant building a brand new Orthodox 

Church structure in West Ukraine (Shlikhta, 2011). In my research, I found that this new role for 

the Orthodox Church exacerbated existing tensions within Ukraine’s Russian Orthodox church, 
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as well as creating new dynamics. Building a new church structure meant building a new church 

hierarchy and my research found that secular officials and members of the clergy used this new 

endorsement of official orthodoxy to improve their own positions. For example, many of the 

priests who participated in the Initiative Committee and the Lviv Sobor of 1946 (the formal 

committees that declared support for conversion) did so with guarantees that they would be given 

promotions within the church. Later on, priests who portray other church hierarchs as “Uniates” 

or “having Uniate tendencies” to discredit them and promote themselves instead. In addition, 

state officials who oversaw the Orthodox Church emphasized the Uniate threat, often to justify 

their own agency’s position. Connections between Uniate ritual and Anti-Soviet political activity 

appeared most often in reports by state officials justifying more support of the Committee for the 

Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church (CAROC) and in statements by Orthodox priests.  

However, there were limits to this strategy. As much as officials in CAROC other 

agencies were genuinely concerned about the Uniate threat, they were also concerned that a West 

Ukrainian Orthodox Church could develop its own power center as long as policies supporting 

Orthodoxy were promoted more in West Ukraine than in other parts of the Soviet Union. Plans 

to build an Orthodox Seminary in Lviv and other major cities in West Ukraine were repeatedly 

denied by CAROC officials and church hierarchs in Kyiv and Moscow—for the same reason 

these centers were justified in the first place: the “Uniate threat.” In Kyiv and Moscow CAROC 

officials were worried that “secret” Uniates may gain a foothold in any new seminaries built in 



	
	

Title VIII Research Scholar Program  
Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training Program 

 
Final Report 

	

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

10	

West Ukraine. I found these exchanges to reveal two very important trends. (See Fond 4648 Opis 

1 in TsDAVOU). First, Orthodoxy in West Ukraine was always discussed in tandem with Greek 

Catholicism, setting the religions up to represent opposite nodes of loyalty and disloyalty to the 

Soviet Union. Second, the rhetoric used to describe West Ukrainian Orthodoxy was similar to 

rhetoric used to describe West Ukraine more generally- an inherently nationalist and rebellious 

region (Amar, 2014). I am interested to find out how religious rhetoric about West Ukraine 

informed discussions about the region more generally and vice versa.   

Although I did not have the chance to visit the archives in Zakarpattia, I was able to learn a great 

deal about the less well-known religious conversion that took place in Zakarpattia through 

archives held in Kyiv. As I mentioned in my original proposal, the Zakarpattia conversion is 

much less researched than the Lviv conversion—but both were justified as ways to make newly 

incorporated Western Ukrainian regions Soviet. This summer I found that the Zakarpattia 

conversion was also announced by an initiative committee- but this committee did not consist of 

members of the clergy but members of the local intelligentsia. These committee members 

focused much more on the legal dimension of conversion and the logistics of it—which property 

would go to which institution, how religious relics would be displayed in museums etc. I also 

found that this choice was heavily criticized by policymakers in Lviv, who actively advised their 

counterparts in Zakarpattia on how to properly conduct a conversion campaign (See Fond 2, 

Opis 4, Sprava 23 Volume 2 GDA SBU) 
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The differences between these two campaigns have multiple explanations. First, Soviet 

authorities thought they had a loyal partner in Zakarpattia’s Greek Catholic Metropolitan Bishop 

Romzha. When it turned out Romzha was not as dependable as Soviet authorities thought, he 

was killed by the KGB (who made it look like an accident). Thus, the conversion in Zakarpattia 

was not as well thought-out as in Lviv (one might crudely use the term “rush job.”) Second, 

Zakarpattia’s history with Ukrainian nationalism is a much more complicated picture than the 

one in Galicia In Zakarpattia, the Greek Catholic Church did not necessarily have the pro-

Ukrainian reputation it did in Galicia- instead it was typically an agent of Magyarization 

(Magosci, 2015). However, as many Galician Ukrainians began fleeing to Zakarpattia during 

WWII it became hard to separate the distinct historical legacies of these regions and their 

political traditions. Soviet authorities began to see Zakarpattia as more similar to Galicia as the 

populations of each region began to become less distinguishable and the uniqueness of 

Zakarpattia’s religious and national character grew increasingly neglected. In short, the policies 

for Zakarpattia were simply extensions of the policies in Galicia—creating a church history and a 

connection between church and nation that could not have been farther from the experiences of 

clergy and believers in Zakarpattia. The conversion process was just one of many moments when 

Soviet authorities lumped in Zakarpattia with Galicia and unintentionally bought into the radical 

Ukrainian national ideas that saw Zakarpattia as a potential Ukrainian piedmont. (See Fond 16, 

Opis 1, Sprava 573 GDA SBU) 
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Finally, my research this summer allowed me to understand how important the backdrop 

of the Cold War was to Soviet policymakers when making decisions on religion. The importance 

of the Cold War was twofold. First, the Soviet Union faced criticism from the West in the Cold 

War based on accusations of a lack of religious freedom. The USSR, in response, came up with a 

legal framework that purported that religion was a matter of individual conscience and not a 

matter of the state (Smolkin-Rothrock, 2010). In practice, the status of religious institutions has 

little legal protection and, ironically, those who practiced religion in the home and not at an 

official institution were often the most suspect. Concerns, however, about how crackdowns on 

religious institutions would appear to the West were consistently mentioned in the reports I read 

and clearly influenced policy. Second, Soviet authorities were extremely concerned (some may 

even say paranoid) about the influence of the Vatican. The Russian Empire and its predecessor in 

Muscovy had an extremely adversarial relationship with the Vatican, at a time when the Vatican 

had a great deal of political power in Europe (Weeks, 2001; Skinner 2009). In many ways, 

Soviet policies came out of this historical context and seems anachronistic. However, in other 

ways, the Vatican could be understood as a threat to the Soviet system. The Vatican and its 

Catholic Churches around the world routinely condemned communism for its atheism and 

secularism and worked to undermine communist movements. In addition, the Vatican and 

Catholic clergy often sided with fascist leaders and were instruments of violent Anti-Communist 

dictatorship. Thus, the Greek Catholic Church’s connections to the Vatican were seen as proof of 
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inherent disloyalty and Catholics of all kinds in the Soviet Union were regarded with intense 

suspicion.  

Policy Implications and Recommendations 

This past summer was my third visit to Ukraine in as many years and each summer I 

spend in Ukraine has taught me that Ukraine’s history continues to play a role in contemporary 

discussions about the future of Ukrainian society as the country deals with violence and 

displacement in Crimea and the Donbas. For many of my friends and colleagues in academia and 

working with NGOs, Ukraine’s history provides inspiration to continue to improve civil society. 

They look to Ukrainian literary figures, political figures, and revolutionaries who sought to carve 

out a place for Ukraine independent from imperial dominance in the West and East through 

celebrating Ukraine’s diverse cultural traditions. Many of the research institutions and 

organizations that are celebrating this history and working towards a better future for Ukraine 

receive funding from American organizations and I would recommend that this funding 

continue. Ukrainians engaged in civil society projects have a very positive view of the United 

States and the opportunities it provides for Ukrainians and research in Ukraine.   

Unfortunately, there are some alarming developments in Ukraine concerning the future of 

history research and how contemporary Ukrainian society engages with its own history. The so-

called de-communization laws championed by the Ukraine’s Institute of National Memory and 
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its head Volodymyr Viatrovych seek to end historical research that criticizes figures deemed 

“heroes of Ukraine.” As a historian, I do not support any censorship of research, especially 

censorship that punishes criticism. In this case, however, it is especially egregious because of 

many of the individuals and organizations deemed “heroes of Ukraine” are in fact people who 

advocated for ethnic cleansing of Ukraine’s Jews and Poles, regularly committed violence 

against civilians of all ethnicities and creeds, and in some cases actively allied with Nazis during 

World War II (Cohen, 2016)  

While researching this project, I discovered documents outlining these activities- in many 

cases Greek Catholic Priests, individuals who often believed in the Ukrainian national cause, 

were appalled by this violence and sought help from Soviet authorities to stop it. Greek Catholic 

clergy also in some cases protected local villagers- Ukrainians, Jews, and Poles, when these 

groups tried to attack them. This is a chapter of the history of Ukraine’s Greek Catholic Church 

that had been hidden from the Soviet public by Soviet authorities- and yet continues to be hidden 

by policies pursued by Viatrovych that forbid discussion of Ukrainian national violence.  

Those who are suffering the most from these policies are not American researchers like 

myself, but Ukrainian scholars. Many of them are nervous about their institutions losing state 

support if they continue to study these fraught histories. In my view, it would make a world of 

difference if America officially condemned these laws and the activities of Viatrovych and 
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supported research institutions that contribute both to contemporary civil society and historical 

research. 

Co-Curricular Activity 

While in Ukraine I had the opportunity to participate in various local lectures, workshops 

and events. In Kyiv, I participated in Catherine Wanner’s workshop on religion in the Black Sea 

region. In Lviv, I attended and participated in the lectures and workshops organized by the 

Center for Urban History of East Central Europe, working with the center’s director Dr. Sofia 

Dyak. I also met with a few of the faculty at Ukrainian Catholic University who work with the 

local Institute of Church History. In Kyiv, I connected with Professor Natalia Shlikhta at Kyiv-

Mohyla Academy who is an expert on religion in Soviet Ukraine. I also attended some events at 

Kyiv’s America House.  

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the archival research I was able to conduct this summer in Ukraine was 

vitally important to my dissertation project. In some cases, the documents I saw confirmed some 

of my initial ideas- while others compelled me to take my research into different directions. In 

addition, the opportunity to improve my Ukrainian language skills through lessons in Kyiv 

allowed me to explore even more sources and have additional conversations with scholars and 

experts. Finally, the opportunity to live and work in Ukraine with the support of American 
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Councils is invaluable to me as a scholar and as an American. I am very grateful for your 

organization’s support.   

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  

 

I hope to present the results of my American Councils funded research at a conference in Vienna 

next year on the legacy of Galicia. Next year, I will continue my research in Russia on a separate 

grant through ASEEES (The American Association of Slavic, East European, and Eurasian 

Studies). I look forward to including this research in my dissertation and in a future article-length 

academic publication.  
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