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ABSTRACT

The multiconfessional state is a concept that highlights the construction of religious
toleration in the Russian Empire. Along the northwestern borderlands in the 19th century, the
Lithuanian and Belarusian populations had the highest concentration of Catholics in the region
and will be used as case studies in the comparative analysis. Amid a rapidly changing
institutional framework for foreign confessions, Catholics were placed within a tolerated
religious category in a hierarchy that privileged Eastern Orthodoxy, yet they still faced
restrictions, among which were policies on the language of Church instruction stemming from
the fears of Polish nationalism. A critical juncture in the heightened tensions between the
Russian Empire and the Catholic community was the 1863 Polish Uprising. Russification,
therefore, was largely an imperial concept that depended on administrative discretion in the local
implementation of imperial laws. These laws were constantly changing with shifts in local
leadership, which could promote agendas ranging from repression to accommodation, shaped by
political tensions and Catholic community responses. This ultimately led to the 1905 Edict on
Religious Toleration, another critical juncture. This research focuses on the concept of the
multiconfessional state and its implications for Catholic communities in the western borderlands,
and examines the extent of religious toleration granted to Catholics in the 19th-century Russian

Empire.
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CHAPTER 1

Administering Confessional Diversity

Introduction

The multi-ethnic makeup of communities in the western borderlands of the Russian
Empire reveals specific correlations between religious affiliation, ethnicity, and the languages
spoken. Administrative boundaries often corresponded to ethnic settlement patterns in the
Russian Empire. Nationalizing processes shaped these relationships, especially in Catholic
communities, which experienced changes in the language of Church instruction amid territorial
shifts. A central question of debate concerned the language of instruction in the Catholic Church
in the western borderlands, which coincided with the broader debate on religious toleration in the
context of the Russian Empire's construction of its multiconfessional state. This dynamic reflects
how confessions were managed in the Russian Empire in the 19th century. Despite the aim to
become a religiously tolerant multiconfessional state, Eastern Orthodoxy preserved its position
by retaining its privileged place in the empire’s religious hierarchy. Catholic communities faced
the difficult task of navigating state laws shaped by imperial repression, Russification policies,
and negative associations of Catholics with fears of Polish nationalism.

This contradiction raises an important question: how did diverse Catholic communities
survive in this complex environment, safeguarding their own language and culture while
enduring Russification policies from the center in St. Petersburg? The answer lies in the local
implementation across the western borderlands and in how governors-general saw the policies fit

within specific regions. This research examines imperial policies toward Catholic communities



in the western borderlands as a nuanced evolution in attitudes toward religious toleration in the
19th century, culminating in a turning point: the 1905 Manifesto on Religious Toleration.

Imperial authorities perceived the western region, or Zapadniy Krai, as a Russian
“national territory.”' The geography of the western borderlands includes governorates, or
guberniia, which follow the administrative unit divisions. These borderlands consisted of the
Northern Krai, which was Lithuanian and Belarusian (Vilna, Kovno, Grodno, Minsk, Mogilev,
Vitebsk), the Vistula land known as the Polish block, and the Southern Krai, which was mostly
Ukrainian (Volhynia, Podolia, Kiev).? This research will focus on the trends that emerge in the
North-Western Region (severo-zapadnyi krai), which includes Vilna, Kovno, Minsk, Grodno,
Vitebsk, and Mogilev.> Within the state-society relationship, the state is characterized by
governors of local administrative units, religious institutions created by the Russian Empire, and
imperial authority. On the other hand, society is characterized by religious communities directly
affected by state legislation. By using the definition of the actors included in the state-society
relationship and this territorial definition, this research allows for a focus on regional trends,
tracing how they are similar and how they diverge.

As scholars of imperial history have understood imperial religious policy through either
accommodation or repression, this paper responds to that debate by arguing that the answer lies
in imperial legislation, administrative discretion, and the responses expressed through strategies
employed by Catholic communities. Because local governors in the gubernii of the Russian

Empire played a decisive role in determining the extent of religious toleration, they enforced

' Darius Stalitinas, “Why Catholics Rebel: Tsarist Confessional Policy as a Catalyst of Grassroots Opposition in the
Western Borderlands,” Canadian Slavonic Papers/Revue canadienne des slavistes, no. 1 (2022): 6488,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00085006.2022.2035205, 66.

2 “Western Krai,” Wikipedia, last modified April 2026, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western Krai.

3 Darius Staliinas, “Between Russification and Divide and Rule: Russian Nationality Policy in the Western
Borderlands in Mid-19th Century,” Jahrbiicher fiir Geschichte Osteuropas 55, no. 3 (2007): 359,

https://doi.org/10.2307/41051907.



https://doi.org/10.2307/41051907
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Krai
https://doi.org/10.1080/00085006.2022.2035205

religious regulations as they saw fit. Whether they were repressive or passive depended on their
views of religious minorities. The scholarly debate over religious toleration among academics
reveals a spectrum of views: some scholars conceptualize the Russian Empire at the macro level
as a multiconfessional state and emphasize the pragmatic governance of communities of ‘foreign
faiths,” while others use microhistories to show the total repression of religious communities.
Catholicism was conditional, hierarchical, regionally uneven, and administratively mediated,
which is why solely relying on either a microhistorical approach or a top-down perspective on
confessional governance does not provide a comprehensive view of the topic.

This paper begins with a literature review of the multiconfessional state, drawing on
scholarship about the Russian Empire. It then argues that the Russian Empire was flexible in
legislation but inconsistent in its multiconfessional framework. The historiography and analytical
framework demonstrate why historical institutionalism is the most suitable approach to this
research question by introducing concepts such as critical junctures, institutional layering, and
path dependence. The paper addresses the motivations behind the policies and decisions of
institutions governing Catholics in the western borderlands within a multiconfessional state. The
methodology section explains how the sources and literature on multiconfessionality work
together before the analysis. Finally, the analysis combines primary sources (imperial legislation,
archived metric books, and correspondence between governors and the state) and secondary
sources (scholarly archival research) to build a comparative case study of territories belonging to
Belarus and Lithuania, the northwestern regions of the western borderlands. Overall, this paper
contributes to scholarship on religious toleration in the Russian Empire and on how imperial

management of Catholic communities in the western borderlands reflects the complexity of



creating an administrative body capable of managing tensions among religious communities and

translating the Russian Empire's initiatives.

Historiography and Analytical Framework

The section on historiography contains a literature review of religious toleration in the
Russian Empire, studies of Catholics in the western borderlands, and the concept of the
multiconfessional state. This scholarship, together with historical institutionalism, forms the
foundation of the analysis section. The analytical framework further shows that the development
of institutions to govern Catholic communities was intended to simplify administrative
processes. However, these policies were met with varied responses—resistance, negotiation, and
adaptation among Catholic communities in the Lithuanian and Belarusian ethnic regions of the
western borderlands. The scholarly discussion of religion in the Russian Empire is often framed
around the idea of the multiconfessional state. Therefore, the scholars this research will engage
with, such as Robert Crews, Paul Werth, Mikhail Dolbilov, Andreas Kappeler, Theodore Weeks,
Darius Stalitinas, and Alexei Miller, have laid the groundwork for understanding religion in the
Russian Empire. The Polish question is discussed in the context of Catholic communities in the
Russian Empire, and background on this topic is necessary to understand the motivation behind
the imperial law put forward in the 19th century, especially as it related to conflicts between

ethnic groups, diversity management in the Russian Empire, and local language challenges.

The Institutional Logic of the Multiconfessional State
The expansion of the Russian Empire diversified its religious and ethnic communities.

Confessional diversity became an administrative problem because the Russian Empire had to



create a coherent structure to govern these new populations, and their relationships with the state
differed from those of the Russian Orthodox population. The construction of the
multiconfessional state, referring to the organization of religions in the Russian Empire, began in
the mid-18th century. Paul Werth characterizes this as the domestication of foreign confessions.*
The blueprint of the “Multiconfessional State” was imagined by Robert Crews, who highlighted
the “interdependence between religious and state authorities.” Given the privileges Orthodoxy
enjoyed in the Russian Empire, the state granted it special privileges and support, and it
maintained an important role in Russia’s social and political order. By the 19th century, Russian
subjects were classified into religious bodies to govern the culturally diverse population resulting
from borderland changes in the Russian Empire. Werth views the establishment of other faiths in
the Russian Empire as something that would eventually become a state institution. These new
institutional bodies would supervise clergy, regulate education and language, and discipline
religious communities.

Notwithstanding the Tsar's intentions to invest in the Russian Empire for the sake of a
unified and coherent structure, tensions between the religions residing within the Russian Empire
and their canons, rules, and values still existed.® For instance, the Russian Empire faced the
challenge of addressing Catholics within its institutional framework for religious communities.
In 1772, the Russian Empire acquired territories from Poland, meaning that the state needed to
decide how to govern the Roman and Greek Catholics.” The eventual creation of a governing

institution for Catholics in 1801 was known as the Roman Catholic Spiritual College, which is “a

4 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths: Toleration and the Fate of Religious Freedom in Imperial Russia,
Oxford Studies in Modern European History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199591770.001.0001, 46.

> Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 47.

6 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 47.

" Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 49.



https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199591770.001.0001

998

clearly intended analog to the Orthodox Holy Synod.” Therefore, understanding the concept of
the multiconfessional state in relation to governing institutions like the Roman Catholic Spiritual
College is central to this research. By following the activities of the Roman Catholic Spiritual
College, it shows how rules were negotiated and changed over the 19th century to accommodate
territorial changes and new religions in the Russian Empire.

Russian Imperial management is examined by scholars who discuss the autonomy
enjoyed by non-Orthodox faiths within the Russian Empire. Werth argues that Russian imperial
law granted religious freedom and protection under the Russian Empire, therefore contributing to
the existence of the multiconfessional state.” In the 19th century, the Russian Empire began to
consider centralizing the administration of religion and took steps towards it by establishing
religious governing bodies. The Department for Religious Affairs was created with distinct rules
and regulations,'® alongside what was initially called the Central Directorate for the Spiritual
Affairs of Foreign Confessions,'" and was eventually named the Department of Foreign
Confessions, placed within the Interior Ministry in 1832.'* The difficulty was in the application
of the systems put in place towards the existing diverse religious populations in the Russian
Empire." One of the central research questions of this study emerges here: to what extent did the
Russian Empire’s institutions reflect accommodation rather than repression, and to what extent

did they enable a move toward ‘modern’ religious toleration? The empire’s default was to

manage Orthodoxy alongside a smaller pool of religious minorities, and the creation of the

8 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 49.

® Irina Paert, Catherine Gibson, and Liliya Berezhnaya, “Confession, Loyalty, and National Indifference:
Perspectives from Imperial and Postimperial Borderlands,” Ab Imperio, no. 2 (2022): 94,
https://doi.org/10.1353/imp.2022.0036.

19 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 52.

" Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 53.

12 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 55.

'3 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 65.
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Department of Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions was progressive for the Empire. Yet local
implementation varied across the western borderlands, reflecting regional dynamics and the
principles of local governors.

This points to a puzzling dynamic, where renowned works by scholars like Crews and
Werth emphasize the religious tolerance of the Russian Empire, yet microhistorical work in the
western borderlands reveals a reality of repression and forced conversions. This shows that
institutional recognition and coercive supervision were not contradictory. Religious communities
were recognized by the state; however, this made them administratively visible and subject to
state control based on their placement in the empire's hierarchy of religions. Catholic
communities in the western borderland stand out as a case study of institutional incorporation,
and thus coercive supervision, as Catholic affiliation was interpreted through the political
categories of nationality and imperial loyalty. This research seeks to continue this dialogue by
examining how the relationship between the state and Catholic groups influenced one another

and by identifying the extent of religious toleration afforded to these groups.

The Politicization of Catholicism in the Western Borderlands: Nationality and Imperial

Loyalty

The Russian Empire constantly changed its approach to regulating foreign faiths.
Widespread conversion of various ethnic populations such as Roman Catholics, Greek Catholics,
and Lutherans to “the Tsar’s Faith,”' or the Orthodox faith, occurred in the 19th century amid

borderland changes as the empire acquired the Baltic provinces and northwestern territories.

' The nature of the notion “Tsar’s Faith” does not explicitly concern the Orthodox faith. The Russian Empire had a
preference for those who were atheist or agnostic in times when there were political tensions with certain religious
communities because of their ethnic background, which had political implications. Therefore, “Tsar’s Faith” was not
always a religious notion, but can also be considered a secular notion. Paert, Gibson, and Berezhnaya, “Confession,
Loyalty, and National Indifference,” 97.



Therefore, the diverse ethnicities within the Russian Empire had to navigate the complex
imperial structure of religious toleration, meaning that conversions were widespread, whether
voluntary or forced. This created the issue of apostasy, where individuals who converted to
Orthodoxy could not convert back to their religion, or any other religion for that matter. This was
because converting from Orthodoxy to other religions was illegal, which led the empire to
consider freedom of religion within its borders. This push for modernization was meant to match
the European standard of freedom of religion at the time. Mikhail Dolbilov, in his research,
highlights the mass conversion of Catholic communities in the western borderlands within
Belarus and Lithuania to Orthodoxy in 1867." In this struggle against Catholicism, the
conversion was political. Therefore, this research considers the idea of the multiconfessional
state while also examining how Catholic communities in the western borderlands fit into the
broader imperial structure where borders and attitudes are constantly shifting.

Eugen Weber said, “Perhaps the myth and the striving for linguistic unity stood as a
consolation for persistent diversity.”'® Indeed, the case of Catholics in the Russian Empire’s
western borderlands proved that linguistic unity among the diverse ethnic population was a
challenging goal. According to the 1897 Russian Census, a majority of Catholics lived in the
western borderlands. The regions of reference in the western borderland are: Vilna had 935, 847;
Kovno had 1, 180, 303; Grodno had 386, 519; Minsk had 217, 959; Mogilev had 50, 159;
Vitebsk had 357, 309; Volhynia had 289, 110; Podolia had 262, 738; Kiev had 106, 733."” The
1897 Russian Census shows that the majority of Catholics were concentrated in Vilna, Kovno,

and Grodno, all of which are in Lithuania and Belarus, yet many Poles also resided there.

1% Paert, Gibson, and Berezhnaya, “Confession, Loyalty, and National Indifference,” 96.
'8 Mikhail Dolbilov, “Russification and the Bureaucratic Mind,” 257.
7 James J. Zatko, “The Catholic Church and Russian Statistics, 1804—1917,” 36.



Tracing the locations of most Catholics in the western borderlands using statistical data reveals
the concentration of the religious community and its ethnic backgrounds.

In the process of nationalizing confessions in the Russian Empire, scholars examine how
the Empire shaped and negotiated its relationship with ethnic communities. For instance,
Catholicism was often conflated with Poles. The Polish question was a central issue in the
western borderlands. At the time, the Poles were seen as a threat and faced repression from the
Russian government as well as language regulation in the church. However, this association
obscures the fact that in the context of the multiconfessional state, the Catholic population in the
western borderlands was ethnically diverse.'® The borderlands of the Russian Empire are
considered “communication regions” that encompass diverse cultural practices and experiences,
yet are also sites of confrontation. Communication entailed the confessional, national, and
imperial ideals."” The communities living in the borderlands faced the complex task of
navigating a hierarchy of identities and loyalties. The Empire’s task was to find a way that
religious communities could coexist and be tolerated by dominant groups.? In this way, this
research fills gaps in the understanding of the Russian Empire’s diversity by focusing on a
religious minority group brought into the Empire through population migration and borderland
changes.

While some scholars use Werth as a foundation for their studies on religions in the

Russian Empire, other scholars consider the policies of Russification in the Catholic Church,”

'8 Ted Weeks, “Religion, Nationality, or Politics: Catholicism in the Russian Empire, 1863-1905,” Journal of
Eurasian Studies 2, no. 1 (2011): 52-59, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euras.2010.10.008, 52.

1 Paert, Gibson, and Berezhnaya, “Confession, Loyalty, and National Indifference,” 99-100.

20 Paert, Gibson, and Berezhnaya, “Confession, Loyalty, and National Indifference,” 102.

2l A, 1. Miller and Gust Olson, “Between Local and Inter-Imperial: Russian Imperial History in Search of Scope and
Paradigm,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 5, no. 1 (2004): 10,

https://doi.org/10.1353/kri.2004.0016.
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which are rooted in the destruction of the Roman Catholic Church.? Andreas Kappeler presents
a shift from Werth and Russification policies to a focus on religious leaders' efforts to gain
positions of power with state backing. This is characterized by a move from specific non-elite
positions to influential ones.” It was Kappeler’s work that popularized research of ethnic and
religious groups in the Russian Empire,** along with a regional focus on ethnic and religious
identities rather than the nation-state.*

The Kingdom of Poland would be considered by historians studying the Empire as a
force from outside the empire. The question of loyalty would arise as scholars continue to
observe the “influence on the formation of ethnic groups and/or the political temper and politics
of the imperial centers.”?® The creation of the Roman Catholic Spiritual College was questioned.
For instance, in 1871, the director of religious affairs in the Kingdom of Poland said, “A spiritual
college with broad rights can easily be harmful and dangerous to the government; deprived of
significance, as now, it is completely useless.” This describes the dilemma on the uses of the
Roman Catholic Spiritual College.”” Therefore, the Russian Empire showed a clear intention to
modernize government institutions that no longer adequately served its increasingly diverse
religious population. However, such changes posed difficulties for the empire, given Orthodoxy's
established role as the dominant religion, tensions with Catholics, and the need to create an
administrative system that could support a coherent imperial structure within a multiconfessional

empire. As a result of creating an administrative system to govern Catholics, confessional policy

22 Ted Weeks, “Religion, Nationality, or Politics,” 52.

2 Paert, Gibson, and Berezhnaya, “Confession, Loyalty, and National Indifference,” 95.

# Alexander Petukhov and Tatyana Kozhina, “The Problem of Administration of the Borderlands of the Russian
Empire at the Turn of the 19-20th Centuries in the Teaching of Historical and Legal Disciplines,”
1JASOS—International E-Journal of Advances in Social Sciences 5, no. 15 (2019),
https://scispace.com/pdf/the-problem-of-administration-of-the-borderlands-of-the-2tqseb9ty1.pdf, 1435.

25 Miller and Olson, “Between Local and Inter-Imperial,” 8.

2 Miller and Olson, “Between Local and Inter-Imperial,” 20.

2" Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 66.
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became entangled with nationalization policies, territorial integration, and imperial security
problems. Hence, Russification was a response to many changes occurring amid a climate of

destabilizing political and cultural influence.

From Imperial Policy to Local Practice: The Limits of Religious Toleration in the

Western Borderland and Governance of Catholics

The Western borderlands reveal a dynamic in which their administration established
standards for the governors of each administrative district. This did not occur until 1871, as the
Central Directorate did not manage the affairs of all non-Orthodox communities. This meant that
it would not extend to the jurisdiction of the Kingdom of Poland for most of the 19th century.?®
Scholars claim that St. Petersburg was “reluctant to interfere in the religious sphere,”” which
creates a division and greater distance between the state and society. The differences in the
approaches between the local and central government when governing the western borderland
became more pronounced at the end of the 19th century, a time when “the ruling elite were more
inclined to give the Empire’s subjects more religious freedom.”*° This is explained by more
individuals being indifferent towards religion, ideas of “freedom of conscience” in society, and
issues with those who converted to Orthodoxy but followed their previous faiths.*!

By engaging with the wave of new imperial history, in which scholars analyze
sociocultural and political heterogeneity, this research positions religion as a political category.
In doing so, it reveals the ambiguities of the relationship between the state and society in the

western borderlands of the Russian Empire. Milkhail Dolbilov views the dynamic of Russian

28 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 56.
2 Ted Weeks, “Religion, Nationality, or Politics,” 57.
%0 Darius Stalitinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 71.
3 Darius Stalifinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 71.
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confessional policy as being “poorly disciplined,” which is why non-Orthodox confessions were
often undermined.* Dolbilov’s research on “Reinterpreting Russification” in the northwestern
region explains more about the state-society relationship in the Russian Empire, arguing that the
Russian imperial policy in the region was based on an effort to de-Polonize and Russify (in both
administrative and linguistic ways) the region, which consisted of two major ethnic groups:
Lithuanians and Belarusians.** Aleksei Miller proposed an approach to Russification that
encompasses the complex interaction between “the agents and objects of assimilationist
policies,” especially considering that “Ethnic Polonophobia” was not the basis of a nationalist
program in the Russian Empire.** Therefore, the imperial state was composed of actors with
varying interests who would interpret imperial rules and regulations. These actors include
governors within administrative districts, Orthodox authorities, Catholic bishops, religious
institutions, local communities, and individual believers. This shows why the local
implementation of imperial policies differed from the intentions set by policymakers within the
Roman Catholic Ecclesiastical College.

The center-periphery dichotomy also plays a role in the study of the borderland, as each
space is an “essential feature of the Russian Empire.”** Moreover, it is also important to make the
distinction between naming a geographical location a periphery and to whom it is a periphery.
The study of imperial borderlands explains how the territorial additions to the Russian Empire in
the 19th century, such as Finland and Poland, fostered a relationship that was similar to that of

the Western European Model used by Austria-Hungary. Newly incorporated territories in the

%2 Darius Stalitinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 72.

33 Mikhail Dolbilov, “Russification and the Bureaucratic Mind in the Russian Empire's Northwestern Region in the
1860s,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 5, no. 2 (Spring 2004),
https://doi.org/10.1353/kri.2004.0022, 245.

34 Mikhail Dolbilov, “Russification and the Bureaucratic Mind,” 246.

35 Alexander Petukhov and Tatyana Kozhina, “The Problem of Administration of the Borderlands of the Russian
Empire at the Turn of the 19th—20th Centuries in the Teaching of Historical and Legal Disciplines,” 1436.
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Russian Empire held their own legal and political status, which reflected the varying forms of
regional autonomy.*® The ambiguities that will be addressed for Catholics in the western
borderlands concern forms of loyalty, the relationship between the state and society, and
interactions with other confessions. While other scholars prefer the state approach because of the
vagueness of the term “region,” this research considers the borderland changes and provides an
understanding that it does not coincide with the modern borders.?” For this reason, taking a
regional approach to studying the Catholic communities in the western borderland and the extent
of religious toleration fits this research.

Some scholars argue that the competing agendas of the imperial apparatus and local
governors create tensions and opposition on the ground. Tensions arose not from differing views
on confessional policies, but from conflicting views on how to implement them. After the 1861
Peasant Emancipation, it was expected that peasants would have more communication with the
state. However, this posed many issues because communication with the peasants was hindered
by language barriers and cultural misunderstandings.*® Furthermore, scholars considered the
governance of the western borderland difficult to manage when it was not in a well-coordinated
position, regardless of the legislation that was being passed.*® After the 1830 Uprisings followed
by the 1863 Polish Uprisings, the central government became more attentive to the suggestions
and lenient in the balance of power towards the regional governments.*’ The promotion of the
“national empire,” in other words, Russian nationalism, made policymakers in the 19th century

prefer a pragmatic policy to avoid large-scale opposition.*' Hence, the idea of “Russification”

% Alexander Petukhov and Tatyana Kozhina, “The Problem of Administration of the Borderlands of the Russian
Empire at the Turn of the 19-20th Centuries in the Teaching of Historical and Legal Disciplines,” 1436.

37 Miller and Olson, “Between Local and Inter-Imperial,” 8.

38 Mikhail Dolbilov, “Russification and the Bureaucratic Mind,” 246.

%9 Darius Stalifinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 65.

“0 Darius Stalitinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 68.

“1 Darius Stalitinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 67.
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was present in the intersecting borderland policy and other imperial priorities like the agrarian
question, educational reform, the composition of Orthodox clergy, and others.*

The idea of veroterpimost, or religious toleration, is rooted in the identity of the Russian
Empire but is multifaceted in its definition. For elites, it was about understanding how to manage
confessional diversity, but the nature of toleration was only evident in specific contexts. For
example, actors in crucial roles within the empire decided whether religious toleration was meant
to legitimize the regime, to advance Russia in a positive way, or to restrain local governors from
zealotry. Werth concludes that the idea of religious toleration “was a critical factor in shaping
officials' attitudes about the appropriate limits of both religious freedom for non-Orthodox
subjects and state intervention in their spiritual affairs.”* Overall, leading scholars on religion in
the Russian Empire debate the importance of the positions actors assumed and how those
positions influenced decision-making, state coherence, and the delivery of the intended
governance structure of the multiconfessional state, as well as the political complexities that

emerged in the 19th century as an impediment to pursuing a fully religiously tolerant state.

What does this say about religion in the Russian Empire?

Drawing on work on imperial governance, religious minorities, and toleration within the
Russian Empire, this paper adopts a conceptual approach to the multiconfessional state, focusing
on how the empire manages diversity. Although confessional policies appeared uniform to the
state, they were implemented differently across regions. This supports the argument that the
Russian Empire was neither tolerant nor fully repressive, as the local context differed across the

western borderlands. It was clear that the Russian Empire did not want to expunge non-Russian
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43 Paul W. Werth, The Tsar's Foreign Faiths, 105.

14



languages, religions, and cultures. It was evident that due to the uneven implementation of
confessional governance, certain ethnicities were targeted through discriminatory laws.*
Although Russification is often treated as an anti-Polish measure, Kimataka Matsuzato claims,
“It was impossible to bring about the depolonisation of Russia’s western gubernia without
protective treatment of Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Lithuanian peasants.”* Russian imperial
governance of religion constituted a system of conditional, hierarchical, administratively
mediated, and regionally uneven toleration. This broader synthesis provides the framework for
the following analysis of Lithuania and Belarus, where state-society interactions will help

explain how the Russian Empire governed Catholic communities.

Historical Institutionalism

This research uses historical institutionalism to explain the evolution of the imperial
system, with a specific focus on the state and religious institutions established to govern Catholic
minority groups. The concepts within historical institutionalism that best describe the influence
of institutions from the state perspective, followed by local implementation, are path
dependence, institutional layering, critical junctures, administrative discretion, and gradual
institutional change.

Institutions in the Russian Empire can be understood by dividing them into the categories
of “institution-building” and “legislating.”*® Since 1721, the governing institution of the Russian
Orthodox Church has been the Most Holy Governing Synod, a Spiritual College. To standardize

church administration, institutional bodies such as consistories and collegial bodies at the

* Theodore R. Weeks, “Russification and the Lithuanians, 1863—-1905,” Slavic Review 60, no. 1 (Spring 2001):
96-114, https://doi.org/10.2307/2697645, 96.
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diocesan level were established, which are comparable to the Synod. The centralization of
church administration made for stricter control over religious life within the Russian Empire,
along with the institutionalization of non-Orthodox faiths.*” Therefore, this research understands
the conceptual idea of the multiconfessional state as an encompassing idea of the ways that the
Russian Empire governed the diverse religious population through the main religious institution,
which was the Holy Governing Synod, and later the creation of the Roman Catholic Spiritual
College in 1801.

While the creation of institutions to govern Catholic communities was an important
development in the 19th century, the critical junctures outlined in this research are the January
Uprising of 1863 and the 1905 Edict of Toleration. Between these two critical junctures, the
impetus to advance changes in religious toleration arose from fear of Polish nationalism, which
was a culminating decision after the Uprising in 1863; the Poles were definitely hostile towards
the Russian state, and the Russians blamed Catholic Polish clergy for the organization of the
Uprising.* This critical moment in the 19th century saw the introduction of strict repressive
policies and Russification; for instance, the failure to recognize Ukrainians and Belarusians as
distinct nationalities.”® The period between 1863 and 1905 is considered one of “imperial
strategy,” where Russian officials put forward the importance of political integration of ethnic
and religious groups into the empire, in order to assimilate these groups.’! It was in this period
that new national movements in the western borderlands would arise in the midst of combating

t.52

the Polish national movement.’” Several key administrative changes emerged after the January
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Uprising in 1863: a hardening of administrative control in favour of state-controlled
Russification and suppressing Polish influence;** abandoning earlier support for Belarusian and
Ukrainian linguistic identities and education in their native language™; the petition to establish a
“West Russia Association” to mobilize the Russian public against Polish influence was once
supported but never moved forward because of the desire to maintain bureaucratic
centralization.” Together, these factors point towards repressive measures taken by the Russian
Empire. However, it was the fear of Polish nationalism that made the Russian state push forward
discriminatory policies towards the Poles, which meant that such discrimination would be
extended to the Catholics due to the inclusive nature of Polish-Catholicism.

Over the course of a few decades, this research tracks progress up to the turn of the 20th
century, specifically the 1905 Edict on Toleration. This meant that the Russian Empire had to go
through decades of policy changes to understand modern ideas, such as religious toleration, how
to implement new legislation within existing institutions, and how to manage an entirely foreign
religious and ethnic population. The changes in the last few decades of the 19th century are
characterized by institutional change, as confessional governance was modified and negotiated.
In other words, an attempt to reverse the decades of discrimination towards non-Orthodox
religious minorities.’® However, the 20th century in the Russian Empire was less concerned with
religious toleration; therefore, the 1905 Edict on Toleration was one of the last functioning

religious-freedom decrees issued by the Russian Empire before the Soviet era.
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When examining the case study of Catholics within the Russian Empire as a foreign
confession, new laws were constantly being introduced without annulling the previous ones. In
effect, this shows the process of institutional layering and path dependence of structures that
would exist and dictate the institutional changes the Russian Empire would make in the 19th
century. Both path dependence and institutional layering demonstrate how the inherited system
of the Russian Empire was used to build on proposed changes that would privilege Eastern
Orthodoxy to modernize the empire. The changes that were introduced were based on the
Napoleonic model of religious toleration and diversity management. What differs in the Russian
Empire is pre-existing church-state arrangements, territorial expansion, political tensions, and
concerns about nationality amid borderland changes. When borderland changes occurred, new
religious groups were incorporated into the Russian Empire's state apparatus. The
institutionalization process of Catholic minority groups as new subjects in the empire was seen
as agents of a foreign religion. Administrative discretion then became a deciding factor, as
state-level policies were interpreted differently at the local level across the western borderlands.
Thus, the existence of Catholic communities in the Russian Empire was processed and
administrative bodies were created to ensure order, stability, and state control over the religion,
which is institutionally similar to what is already in place for the Orthodox within the Empire.”’
Historical institutionalism helps explain the decision-making processes at the institutional level
for both the state and society, while the case studies and microhistories examined in the analysis

section address the effects of imperial policymaking and confessional governance.
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CHAPTER 2

Methodology, Case Selection, and Sources

The methodology for this research draws on primary sources available online, along with
secondary sources comprising scholars' archival research on the topic. The data collection was
conducted using publicly available primary sources, such as important legislation and metric
books, which reveal the dynamics of these relationships and responses to institutional
development. This research is limited to available material on the topic due to a lack of access to
primary sources held in archival centers in Eastern Europe. Based on the available case study
data, the selection of Lithuania and Belarus is the best fit for this research because of their large
Catholic populations and tensions over language in Catholic Church instruction, both of which
are important factors shaping the dynamics of both communities. This research will examine the
themes of language in Catholic Church instruction in these northwest borderland regions as the
main pillar of the analysis. In other words, changes in the language spoken within the Catholic
Church community will be the primary basis for evaluating the research question. Although
Poland, as a territory in the western borderlands, and Poles, as an ethnic group residing in this
region, remain important to the history of Catholic Church communities, it is excluded as a case
study because Polish territory developed under distinct confessional governance strategies,
experienced sharper tensions that produced stricter regulation, and was treated throughout the

19th century as a separate administrative category within the Russian Empire.
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CHAPTER 3

Analysis: Discovering Imperial Governance of Catholic Minorities

Building on the literature on the Russian Empire and Catholic minorities, this analysis
will advance the discussion by using the concept of the multiconfessional state and the
theoretical framework of historical institutionalism to explain the role of institutions established
to govern Catholic communities in the Lithuanian and Belarusian guberniia. The Russian
Empire’s attempt to govern Catholic minorities in the western borderlands through the lens of
religious toleration was constrained by the hierarchical institutional privilege of Orthodoxy and
by the perception of Catholicism as a political category, given its association with Polish
nationalism. The tensions became particularly pronounced after the Polish Uprisings of
1830-1831 and 1863, when the distinction between confessional and national identity became
difficult for local imperial authorities to maintain. Local realities varied across the western
borderland and forced governors-general to use language as a tool of confessional governance,
such as restricting the use of Polish in Catholic institutions. Control measures varied depending
on what local administrations sought to implement, and governors could remain tolerant or,
alternatively, become oppressive. The analysis section will follow an outline explaining
confessional governance at three interconnected levels: it begins with the key legislative changes
for non-Orthodox religious institutions; is followed by an analysis of the dynamics of the
northwestern borderland territories; and, finally, presents a comparative analysis of the gubernia

in Lithuania and Belarus.

The Institutional Development of Imperial Confessional Governance
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Throughout the process of bureaucratization and centralization of the administration of
foreign faiths, the Holy Synod evolved into a government ministry for the Orthodox and
transitioned away from the Orthodox patriarchate in Russia in the 19th century.*® In 1801, under
Alexander I, the Catholic Church was administered under the Roman Catholic Ecclesiastical
College, “an imitation of the Synod.”*® The government faced backlash from the Orthodox
conservatives when there was an attempt to bring closer the management of foreign confessions
and Orthodoxy; among them, it was “offensive to the dignity of the ruling church,” as it was
unheard of to place “Mohammedanism and paganism” in the same department as Orthodoxy.®
This shows that implementing such drastic changes in government provoked resistance from the
Orthodox, meaning that path-dependent structures forced the Empire to work around its
historical foundations rather than build a new order for governing foreign confessions.

Between 1801 and 1811, Mikhail Speranskii sought to turn the government into a
structured bureaucracy by creating a separate department for religious affairs, since there was no
existing ministry for this matter. The inspiration to introduce standardized practices of managing
a diverse population came from the Napoleonic order; the major difference was that France did
not name a “dominant religion,” as the Russian Empire had with the Orthodox, regardless of the
fact that France had a 98 percent Catholic population.®' Therefore, when the Russian Empire
created the Central Directorate of the Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions, where foreign
confessions would be treated as state subjects within a larger bureaucratic framework, it was the

adapted version of the Ministry of Creeds in France that was used as a blueprint.*
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A new wave of changes came in the 1830s after a critical event for Catholics in the
Russian Empire: the Polish Uprisings in 1830 and 1831.% With the help of Murav’ev’s
anti-Catholic proposal in his 1832 Report of the Committee on the Western Gubernii, several
elements were introduced where Catholic clergy were positioned as the enemy, a proposal on
restrictions on monastic life, and a prohibition on the teaching of Catholic life.** In turn, the
Russian Empire ordered the Roman Catholic Ecclesiastical College to close 300 monasteries in
1832.% The 1832 Svod Zakonov, or the Code of Laws of the Russian Empire, is explicit that the
dominant faith is the Orthodox faith, the Emperor can only profess his faith in the Orthodox
Church, and the Emperor is the guardian of the dominant Orthodox faith.®® The Law Digest of
the Russian Empire, published in 1832, prohibited Catholics from addressing “political subjects,
even in general expressions,” for instance, in their sermons or compositions.®” The difficult
relationship between the Russian state and the Vatican continued to be mediated by the Roman
Catholic College, which acted as a middleman between Catholic Bishops in Russia and the Holy
See.®®

The Tsarist officials claimed to support the Polish patriotic movements, but the Uprisings
in 1861 and 1863 showed “their disloyalty to the tsarist government time after time.”® The
eventual Polish insurrection in 1863 was the culmination of tensions between the Polish

Insurgents, who represented the Polish National Government, and the Russian Imperial Army on

the land of Congress Poland, along with adjacent lands in the Polish-Lithuanian
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Commonwealth.” Following the Polish insurrection, many monasteries in the western
borderlands shut down, and people sent protests to the Pope. This resulted in the abolition of the
1847 concordat in 1866.”" Historians note that from the top-down perspective, St. Petersburg’s
aim was to “root out politically dangerous elements.” Due to the ongoing association of
Catholicism with “Polonism,” confessional governance in the Russian Empire would
increasingly adopt anti-Polish measures.”

Scholars agree that one reason the Russian state was not successful in its confessional
governance was its focus on reacting to tensions with the Poles, including efforts to reduce the
use of the Polish language in Catholic Church instruction in the western borderlands. The
Governor-General of Vilna, V.N. Trotskii, acknowledged that the system since 1863 has not
improved enough to yield intended results, mostly because the cornerstone of the system was to
create “a counterweight to Polish influence.”” The “Revision Commission on the Affairs of the
Roman Catholic Clergy in the Northern Provinces” would discuss the proposal to use the
Russian language in Catholic religious services. This was an attempt to separate national and
religious questions and to homogenize religious services throughout the Russian Empire.
However, Dolbilov claims that this was not an act of inclusion, for the ethnically diverse
Catholics to be equal to the majority Russian-Orthodox population, but that it was the role of the
empire to integrate and educate the “culturally isolated mass.”™ The importance of language
policy cannot be ignored, because language policies were the tool used to assimilate and

integrate foreign cultures into the Russian Empire.” Darius Staliiinas comments on the language

70 Stefan Kieniewicz, “Polish Society and the Insurrection of 1863,” Past & Present, no. 37 (1967): 130,
http:// www.]stor.org/stable/650026.

™ Pohle, “The Religion of Russia.”

"2 Darius Stalifinas, “Why Catholics Rebel,” 67.

3 Weeks, “Russification and the Lithuanians,” 103.

4 Mikhail Dolbilov, “Russification and the Bureaucratic Mind,” 253.

s Rodkiewicz, Russian Nationality Policy, 260.

23


http://www.jstor.org/stable/650026

changes further, “The 1869 permission to use Russian... witnessed that language was the
principal instrument of assimilation and the indicator of belonging to ‘the Russians’.””® The
understanding that something needed to change came towards the end of the 19th century.

In 1904, the Russian Empire declared that the unlawful constraints placed on religious
minorities of non-Orthodox faiths were a violation of the principle of religious toleration and
should be removed. When the Edict on Toleration was issued by the Tsar in 1905, it removed
further restrictions on non-Orthodox religions and allowed conversion from the Orthodox faith to
other faiths within the Empire. The ultimate “religious relaxation” was seen later in the fall of
1905 when the October Manifesto contained the guarantee for “freedom of conscience.””” The
result was a mass conversion from Orthodoxy to Catholicism, but this did not leave the Orthodox
church in bad standing. It even retained the loyalty of the East Slavic population in the Polish
provinces.’® Therefore, the 1905 Edict on Toleration constitutes a critical juncture, representing a
first step on the way to freedom of conscience and a law that “supported the principle of

tolerance.””’

Catholic Institutions and Imperial Control: Language as a Defining Factor in the
Relationship Between the Russian Empire and Catholics in the Western Borderland

Catholic subjects in the Russian Empire were often equated to Polish Catholics, a religion
and ethnicity that go hand in hand, regardless of the 1897 Russian Empire census results that

show a diverse Catholic population — Poles, Lithuanians, Belarusians, Latvians, Ukrainians, and
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Germans.*® The association of Poles and the Catholic Church originates from the role that
religion played in Polish patriotic movements, and the political conflicts between Russians and
Poles led to issues for the Roman Catholic Church.®' The relationships among Catholics in the
western borderlands deteriorated significantly after the 1863 January Insurrection. This critical
juncture tested the limits of religious toleration in the Russian Empire, while simultaneously
sparking a sudden rise in anti-Catholicism. The dilemma rested on whether to dismantle the idea
of the multiconfessional state or to continue to cautiously expand religious toleration in
politicized regions such as the Kingdom of Poland.®

Both the Lithuanian and Belarusian gubernii experienced language changes. The
Lithuanians were instructed in 1864 that they must transition to the Russian Cyrillic alphabet and
abandon their Latin alphabet to separate them from Polish culture.®® The intention of the
“language scheme” was to limit Lithuanians' access to Polish culture, thereby making them less
inclined to assimilate into a Polish identity, which was inherently tied to Catholicism.* The
rationale behind policymakers' approach to language policy was evident in their intentions: to
counter the Polish threat by targeting language policy in Lithuania, rather than to address fears of
a rebellion. Catholic clergy were considered the most active actors in the spread of
Polonization.*> Meanwhile, state officials took a different approach towards language policies for
the Belarusian communities; it was based on the assumption that a common language should be

shared among the three branches of the “Russian people” (russkogo naroda), with the Ukrainians
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being the third group.®® The fear among Belarusians was similar to that of Lithuanians; there was
a chance that the Belarusian language could counter the spread of Russian. Simultaneously, there
was the fear that the Polish language would take over the Catholic communities in Belarus. This
shows that Russian nation-building rested on the main pillar of promoting the Russian language
throughout the Russian Empire.®” Hence, the importance of language policy changes that affected
Catholic Church instruction. Already at the state level, there was an understanding that the way
the Belarusian and Lithuanian communities were to be targeted would have to differ, meaning
that, at the local level, many more complexities were managed by governors-general on the
ground.

The provinces in the Northwest would experience the introduction of this legislation in
different ways, depending on their political convictions.® The gubernii with smaller Catholic
populations were Minsk, Mogilev, and Vitebsk. It was understood that introducing such a
profound change into a religious institution would take years, if not a whole generation.*” An
important topic in the research on Catholic minorities in the Russian Empire is the political
alignment of this ethnic group with the Russian Empire, and how that alignment shaped imperial
policy toward Catholics. For instance, Lithuanians often recorded an overwhelming majority of
Lithuanian Catholics, yet among the Northwest provinces, the Lithuanians did not present
political threats to the Russian Empire.”® The biggest fear for the Russian Empire was that there
was a chance for the Lithuanians to become “potential Poles” because of their Catholicism.’!

Notwithstanding the fears and intentions of the Russian Empire, the process through which the
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incorporation of Russian language into church services was expected to increase conversions to
Orthodoxy remained unclear; the mechanisms linking policy goals to outcomes were not
articulated in legislation nor among the architects of “Russification.”? As Dolbilov suggested,
there should have been investment in the Orthodox Church. For instance, by training Orthodox
priests in the art of delivering sermons as Catholics had been doing, the Orthodox priests would
deepen the emotional appeal for the variety of ethnic populations attending Catholic Church
services.”

Soon, the administration of the Russian Empire, particularly the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and proponents of Russian-language Catholic Services initially proposed by Mikhail
Nikiforovich Katkov, understood the complexities in introducing Russian-language Catholic
services after 1864 to prevent Polonization through sermons and prayers.” Language remained a
longstanding point of dispute among Russian officials. For instance, General Vasilii Fedorovich
Ratch wrote that “By banishing Polish from churches, we will not banish it from the [peasant]
population. There are other sources nurturing it.”*® It also became evident after the efforts to
instill this project after 1864 that the prospect for a “Russian Catholic,” similar to the
conventional “Russian Orthodox,” was very slim.”® Katkov’s view was that the language of
religious service forms national identity; he said, “The essence of the question is not who usually
speaks what language, but what language serves as the necessary organ in matters of religion.””’
Considering Katkov’s view of the interconnectedness of language and national identity, other

governors, like the Vilna Governor-General Vladimir Fedorovich Samarin, who was also a
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member of the Inspection Commission on the Affairs of the Roman Catholic Clergy of the
northwestern region, made a remark in 1866 that “there are many other ways to spread the use of
Russian besides singing in church services and during processions.””® Katkov did not agree with
Catholic conversion to Orthodoxy, whether voluntary or forced; he was most concerned with
church instruction in Russian, because it should be part of a Russian individual’s daily life,
especially in a religious environment. Yet he did overestimate the reaction of Catholics when he
proposed the language of church instruction in exchange for the freedoms and privileges granted
with the series of Great Reforms.” This shows the polarized nature of decision-making arising
from different perspectives among Russian officials. Another factor to consider is the
center-periphery dynamic, in which policymakers impose strict regulations, but
governors-general at the local level see the implementation of language policy as impeding the
nature of church services and argue that there are better ways to spread the Russian language.

In all, by tracing the institutional logic of the multiconfessional state and considering the
policies put in place to govern foreign confessions and the institutions established to manage
policymaking, this passage reveals the complexity of the decision-making process and, later, how
it was implemented in the northwestern regions of the Russian Empire. Following the Polish
Uprisings of the 1830s, the Polish question, de-Polonization, and the perceived threat posed by
Catholics, owing to their association with a national identity distinct from Russian identity, make
it clear why language became a matter of dispute among policymakers. They viewed the
implementation of the Russian language in the Catholic Church as an essential measure for
integration, even if artificially, into the Russian Empire. However, the governors-general and

local officials often disagreed with the language policies, arguing that language should not be a
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deciding factor in shaping national identity. Russification was not clearly designed, and the
conversion strategy lacked a unified cultural framework, making the use of language policy a
major flaw in the plan to integrate Catholics into the Russian Empire.'” Therefore, the
government expected that by introducing the Russian language into Catholicism in the
northwestern region, they would hold a “seal of nationality” (pechat narodnosti), and eventually
the peasants would abandon religion altogether instead of converting to Orthodoxy because of

the discreditation of Roman Catholicism, or “Latinism” (latinstvo).'"!

A Comparative Discussion: Explaining Variation in Imperial Governance of Catholic
Commuenities in the Western Borderland

The making of “Russian Catholicism” is a task put forward by the Russian Empire; the
desired conversion to Orthodoxy never occurred.'” Correlations between ethnic and religious
identity were often made; for instance, Roman Catholicism was known as the “Polish faith,”
while Russian Orthodoxy was known as the “Russian faith.”'”* The core issue that comes across
in the following case studies is not only the lack of definition the Russian Empire provides for
religious toleration and nationality, but also the fact that governing religious minorities through
institutions that inherently privileged its Orthodox predecessor inevitably caused tensions
between nationalities to arise.'® Such tensions were not particularly pronounced before the
Russian Empire began to construct a multiconfessional state. In the western borderland, this

broader flexibility in ethnic and religious affiliation was reflected in Catholic Church instruction,
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where language use became a key site of policy variation. The units of analysis used across the
regions in the case studies are language, the relationship of the ethnic groups (Lithuanian and
Belarusian) with the Russian Empire, and ways in which these communities fight or
accommodate imperial governance over their territory. Considering the legislative background,
concepts from historical institutionalism, local administrative discretion, and local conditions,
the Catholic community and its responses to the confessional policies matter.

Each community responded difterently across the gubernii in Lithuania and Belarus. In
Lithuania (Kovno and Vilna), Russian officials did not explicitly seek to erase Lithuanian culture
or language, but rather to diminish Polish influence, especially in Catholic churches. In Belarus
(Mogilev and Grodno), however, implementation revealed a clearer effort to introduce Russian
language instruction in Catholic churches, reflecting the cultural proximity between Russia and
Belarus as understood by imperial officials.'® In essence, the same anti-Polish objective was
pursued differently across the regions because the governors-general understood the national
positions of Lithuanians and Belarusians differently. Although repressive language policies were
imposed, the outcome for Catholic communities in the northwest borderlands depended heavily
on administrative discretion and each community’s response to the perceived threat of Polish

nationalism.

Lithuania
The Lithuanian lands underwent Russification through restrictions on culture and
language, reinforcing the imperial perception of Lithuanians as susceptible to Polonization. In his

research, Weeks asks a critical question for imperial studies of Lithuanian lands: how can an
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“eternally Russian land” (iskonno russkaia zemlia) be Russified, if that land is already “Russian
land.”'% It was in the 1863 uprising that the Lithuanian peasantry showed a spirit of rebellion.
Therefore, where Lithuanians resided, the Russian state viewed all aspects of society as a battle
against them and “Polonism.”'”” Although the Lithuanians diverged from the Slavic roots shared
by the Russians, they were still Catholic. Therefore, the Lithuanians find themselves in the center
of the spectrum in this “struggle.”'”® Leading up to the 1905 Edict on Religious Toleration, the
potential of Lithuanians as “potential Poles” did not have enough prospects, which proves that
the actions of the Russian government were not out of distrust towards Lithuanians, but a fear of
Polish influence.'” The reason this potential remained unrecognized was that Lithuanians were
overlooked amid concerns reported by the governors about Poles and Jews, whose prominence
overshadowed Lithuanians, who were often referred to simply as “peasants.”''
Governors-General reports portrayed Lithuanians as the “victims” of Polish-Catholic
influences.'" Therefore, the primary concern was the Polish influence over Lithuanian Catholics.
Throughout the tenure of governors-general, the promotion of the Lithuanian language
was a common trend. For instance, the Governor-General of Vilna, A. L. Potapov, did not try to
Russify the Lithuanian Catholic Church but preferred Lithuanian over Polish for church
instruction, which was evident in the governor’s report in 1870.'"? Yet the hostility to the Russian
state continued, and the Governor-General of Vilna, 1.S. Kakhanov, a Russian nationalist, went

further in 1886 by allowing the use of any language—Belarusian, Lithuanian, or
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Samogitian—but not Polish.'"*

The implementation of language policy differed based on
Kakhanov’s objectives; he did not want to introduce the Russian language into Lithuanian
parishes but was against the use of Polish as a political tool by priests who wanted to “force
Polish culture onto peasant masses, thereby alienating them from “everything Russian.””"'* In
fact, the Polish clergy was generously remunerated for officiating baptisms, weddings, and
funerals, hence their motivation to maintain a solid Catholic population. Even then, the
Lithuanian peasants demanded sermons in Lithuanian and did not succumb to the interests of the
Polish priests. This, in turn, created friction between the Polish and Lithuanian Catholic
Churches leading up to the 1880s. ''* Governor reports showed as late as the 1890s that the
Roman Catholic clergy “takes the struggle [bor 'ba] based on religion and transfers it to the
national arena [in such matters as] language, attitudes towards local [Russian] administrative
organs.”!'® Therefore, the actions of the Polish clergy and Catholic institutions in the Kovno
region show that the Russian state had reason to fear the association of the Poles and
Catholicism. Furthermore, this evidence shows that distrust of the Russian state is rooted in the
promotion of Catholicism through the Polish language, not in distrust of Catholicism as a
religious faith.

The Kovno Guberniia understood that reducing Polish influence within the Catholic
Church was necessary to maintain peace, and this was vital for local Catholics to preserve their
faith. In Kovno, the local Lithuanian “Samogitian dialect” was introduced for supplemental
services, while for the main seminaries, Russian and Latin were to be used.!'” Kovno was not

affected by the use of Russian to the same extent as other regions in the northwestern
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borderlands. In part, this is traced to the fact that it is one of the most ethnically Lithuanian
provinces along the northwest boundaries of administrative units in the Russian Empire.''® Yet
incidents such as the closing of the Benedictine Church in the Kovno guberniia in 1893 would
show opposition from the Lithuanian side in the context of the mass closure of Catholic churches
in the late 19th century.'® It was clear that many Lithuanians were striving to advance their
community’s interests, especially the use of the local language in Catholic Church instruction. At
the same time, Russian restrictions and fears of Polish Catholic influence intensified local
resistance, leading Lithuanians to respond more openly with hostility toward the stricter policies.

The "Catholicization" of the territories near Vilna strengthened association with Polish
influence.'”” When Murav’ev was appointed Governor-General of Vilna, he also threatened to
shut down Catholic monasteries because of the suspected involvement of monks in “anti-Tsarist
manifestations.”'?' Following the uprisings of 1830 and 1863, only six Catholic dioceses
remained open within the Vilna and Samogitian dioceses.'** The justification for the shutdown of
Catholic monasteries and convents was that they were understaffed; their existence was harmful
to the majority Orthodox population; and the anti-government sermons given by priests.'?
Samogitian Churches began to be closed in the 1830s due to the fear that the Catholic clergy
gained authority over the population, but the Russian Empire continued to fear the public
dissatisfaction of the local populace.'**

Katkov’s supporters in the Vilna guberniia from the Inspection Commission modified the

idea of de-Polonizing the Catholic Church at the local level. In fact, the Vilna officials “did not
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believe that the amalgam of Catholicism and Russian sermons was viable and remained
implicitly committed to the equation of Orthodoxy and Russianness.”'? For the Russian officials
residing in Vilna, the Russification of Catholicism was understood as a temporary measure
before the local commoners would soon be converted to Orthodoxy.'?* However, they were
inconsistent in the movement to de-Polonize the Catholic Church.'?” For the “eccentric
aristocrats” who converted from Orthodoxy to Catholicism, Russian officials criticized them for
their choice.'*® Vilna was known to have a high rate of conversion to Catholicism among the
local elites in exchange for social and political privileges.'*”’ By contrast, “Catholics from the
people” were more gently integrated into the Russian Empire through measures such as changes
in church language instruction because they were seen as a naive population.'*® Yet for the
peasants, changing the language from Polish to Russian removed the “magical appeal of the
kosciot” as described by Petr Aleksandrovich Cherevin, who was the assistant of General
Murav’ev."!

Overall, reports submitted to authorities in St. Petersburg and the local administration by
1905 showed that Lithuanians began opposing Polonization more frequently, as the Lithuanians
began acting in the interest of their own people and no longer wanted to be an ethnic group that
could succumb to “Polonization” and become a visible group at the state level, not simply a
foreigner or peasant. The Russian administration did not oppose this; Governor-General
Imeretinskii said that “the rise in national and cultural consciousness [among Lithuanians in

Suvalki province] and the striving to liberate Lithuanian folk [plemia] from Polonization does
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not contradict state interests.”'** Therefore, Russian imperial authorities did not implement
policies of Russification through a standardized process; they would selectively tolerate religious
minorities and their national backgrounds. The Lithuanian national consciousness was not
threatening and could potentially serve imperial interests while weakening Polish interests. This
creates an understanding that imperial governance did not seek to diminish non-Russian

identities, but to reorder them within the hierarchy of political loyalty to the Russian Empire.

Belarus

The Belarusian gubernii adopted a distinct linguistic policy, as local imperial officials
sought to introduce Russian language instruction and Russian into Catholic Church services.'*
Many Belarusian Catholics continued to preach in their native language, while others treated
Polish as the norm. Over centuries, Poles residing on Belarusian territory considered their ethnic
identity synonymous with Catholicism.'** Furthermore, Belarusian was known as “an
underdeveloped vernacular closer to Polish than to Russian” in a discussion among the
archbishops and the metropolitan of Kiev.'** The striking difference in language policy in the
Belarusian context further underscores how the Russian state's treatment of ethnic groups is
dictated by its relationship with them. Although the local reality differed, a report from the
Mogilev province showed that Belarusian peasants would maintain Polish greetings, “Niech
b’dzie pochwalony Jezus Chrystus [Polish for “Praise be to Jesus Christ”’] when they meet,

instead of zdravstvui, Bog pomoshch’ [Russian for “hello, may God help you”].”"*® The religious
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upbringing of Belarusians led them to associate words with significant religious connotations and
use them in daily life, hence the importance of Polish in the Belarusian lexicon.

In 1865, in Mogilev, the general vicar of the Mogilev Catholic diocese, Staniewski,
sought support from the Russian government to translate Catholic sermons from Polish to
Belarusian. It was from here that the idea of Russifying the Catholic populations arose. Hence,
the Russian language was chosen instead of Belarusian to avoid “splintering the Russian
people.”’*” Although Belarusians have not shown widespread protest against the Russian
language being implemented in church instruction, archbishops and bishops condemned Belarus
to be closer to the Polish than the Russians.'*® The variation between the Lithuanian and
Belarusian gubernii is more pronounced regarding the strict regulation of language in Catholic
institutions. With growing concern over Polish nationalism, there was tighter enforcement of
language policy to maintain the cultural closeness shared by Belarusians and Russians.

Native Belarusians would use Belarusian, or a dialect of it, in the context of Catholic
Church instruction." Belarusian Catholics, for instance, would begin listening to church service
in Russian instead of Polish in the 1860s, not long after the Polish insurrection.'*’ Yet a report
from Governor-General Petr Pavlovich Al’bedinskii reported that a decade later, in 1874-77, the
goal of weakening Polonism in the western borderland was being met with resistance from
Catholic clergy and practitioners.'*' Such a response from the Catholic community is common in
the northwest borderlands, as seen in the case study of Lithuania, which showed resistance to the

Russian Empire. In this way, historians note that regions that had a significant Catholic
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population saw a push for the development of national identity for Belarusians and Lithuanians;
a perspective on this is to counter Polish influences.'*

The reactions of Catholic communities varied across the guberniia of Belarus. For
instance, in 1869, the Governor of Grodno approved legislation introducing the Russian language
into Catholic Church services because the “Polish trappings” must be removed from the Catholic
Church. By removing Polish from Catholic services, Belarusian Catholicism became politically
harmless to imperial authorities.'** Dolbilov emphasizes that the aim of the Russian authorities
was to remove the Polish language from Catholic minority groups in Belarusian localities, and
furthermore, to prevent it from being used among the Orthodox former Uniates as well.'*
Evidently, the Russian state imagined the task of Russifying the Belarusian populations to
counter the threat of Polish nationalism. The peasant populations showed resilience and
promoted their national interests, which limited the success of creating “Russian Catholicism.”
As imperial officials understood the Belarusians to be part of the Russian narod, there was more

pressure to homogenize these populations through language policies in Catholic institutions

where Polonizm was present.
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CHAPTER 4

Conclusion

It is evident that the tensions between the Russians and the Poles translated into deep
hostility between them, leading to actions that would pull vulnerable populations into the western
borderlands where mixed ethnic populations resided. Although the system of administrative units
was meant to divide individuals by ethnicity, there were high concentrations of ethnic groups in
certain provinces, especially central cities, but overall populations were mixed. When the
borderland changes occurred, the difficulty for the Russian state was defining what a
multiconfessional state meant for it, given the growing diversity of confessions that would come
to be part of the Russian Empire in the 19th century. This meant that the Russian state used a
foreign model to accommodate new confessions and grant a certain degree of religious toleration
in exchange for loyalty to the empire, while also inheriting a system in which Orthodoxy was, by
default, the state's main religion. Orthodoxy made specific accommodations as the idea of a
multiconfessional state was being developed; they wanted to keep their original administrative
body and avoid being mixed with foreign confessions, which in turn would allow them to
maintain their position at the top of the hierarchy of religions in the Russian Empire. The
hierarchy of religions was also defined by the relationship between the Russian state and ethnic
and religious groups, two closely related identity factors, especially in the context of this
research.

When examining the Catholic communities in the western borderlands as a case study,
the clash between Russians and Poles occurred because religion was a dimension of political

conflict. It was evident by the turn of the 20th century that the Lithuanians, Belarusians, and
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Poles would never become Russian Catholics. Russification was not well defined in the context
of protecting the interests of the Russian state; it meant reducing the Poles' cultural power and
influence. This research is primarily interested in answering the question of where, on the
spectrum between accommodation and repression, Catholics in the western borderlands fit. To
address this question, this research examines two case studies on language change: the
Belarusian and Lithuanian provinces. By using primary sources available online, due to a lack of
access to archival material on the topic, and secondary sources of scholarly work published on
the topic, these two case studies revealed that, due to the lack of a definition of the goals of
Russification of the state, it gave the governors-general the freedom to make decisions based on
their own political views. This, therefore, presented a range of responses from government
officials regarding the actions they would take, as well as from the particular community. Both
cases revolve around the implementation of language policy. For Lithuanians, governor reports
have shown that there was no interest in explicitly Russifying the population, but rather
eliminating Polish from church instruction due to fears of the spread of Polish nationalism after
the 1863 January Uprising, a critical juncture for the Catholic communities in the western
borderlands.

Indeed, these fears were validated because of the incentives that Polish priests were given
in promoting Catholicism through the Polish language, through the remuneration they would
receive from conducting Catholic marriages and baptisms. The stark difference between the two
cases 1s found in the administrative discretion that explains the local variation. For Belarusians,
the Russification measures were imposed more strictly, with church instruction being changed
from Polish to Russian, not even Belarusian. Lithuanians were able to promote their own

language in Catholic churches, as long as it was not Polish. Path dependence explains the
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hierarchical nature of Orthodoxy within the religious institutions of the Russian Empire, and the
creation of new institutions to govern Catholic minorities illustrates institutional layering. In
turn, historical institutionalism helps us understand that the critical junctures between the 1863
Uprising and the 1905 Edict on Toleration were especially important for these communities. This
research contributes to scholarly literature on the topic by promoting the multiconfessional state
as a conditional and hierarchical structure, in which Catholic communities in the northwest
borderland negotiated their access to religion through language rights with governors-general at

the local level.
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