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The state may be the central actor, but its actions reflect the popular
will of Russians everywhere.
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The history of Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia, illustrated in the museum of the Russian administrative
center of Jehovah's Witnesses based in the town of Solnechnoye. Alexander Demianchuk / TASS

This week the Russian Supreme Court declared the Jehovah’s Witnesses an extremist
organization. The ruling puts the Witnesses on par with ISIS and al-Qaida. The organization’s
national center outside of St. Petersburg will be shuttered, and its members even more
vulnerable to arrest simply for practicing their faith.

If the idea of Jehovah’s Witnesses posing any serious threat to national security seems absurd,
it is, but it also has long roots in Russian society.
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In the Soviet period, Communist Party-sponsored newspapers described the Witnesses as
“fanatics” and “sectarians.” Ordinary believers were portrayed as ignorant rubes, duped into
the shady underground world of sectarianism by unfortunate life circumstances and their
own gullibility. The Soviet press drew an even less flattering portrait of elders in the Witness
congregations, who were described as criminals, Nazi collaborators, drunkards, wife-beaters,
deadbeats, and con-men.

Related article: Jehovah's Witnesses in Russia Brace for a Final Blow

When the Soviet Union collapsed, no one ever apologized for this disinformation or told the
Russian people that the state had misjudged the Witnesses. On the contrary, the now-private
media quickly seized on stale, anti-cult rhetoric of their Western counterparts.

Witnesses were no longer “anti-Soviet,” but they were still “sectarians” who “brainwashed”
vulnerable citizens into joining a “totalitarian cult” that turned members into “zombies.”

Newspapers recounted horror stories of young people who fell into the Witnesses’ clutches,
and desperate parents who called on the state to save their children from this predatory
organization. It is little wonder that Russians developed a negative view of Witnesses.

The news media presented an image of the group as fundamentally incompatible with the new
democratic system. By that logic, restricting the Witnesses actually upheld democratic values,
while allowing Witnesses to “recruit” members denied citizens their basic freedoms.

"First they were anti-Soviet fanatics. Then they were totalitarian sectarians. Now they are
extremists."

Prior the ruling, the more than 170,000 Russian Witnesses had legally registered with the
government and certainly do not advocate violence against state or society. That may not
matter in the end because the demonization of Witnesses has so eclipsed any sense of reality.

Perhaps this is what is most disheartening about the recent legal battle. The state may be the
central actor, but its actions reflect the popular will of Russians who, by and large, have
decided that Witnesses have no place in their society.

In this regard, even before the court decision, the Witnesses had already lost in the court of
public opinion. This is not a good sign for the health of religious pluralism in Russia.
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