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Abstract 

Religion forms an important component of Russian national identity. However, the practice of religion in Russia has faced objective historical obstacles. The present study analysed free answers in the protocols of 241 interviews with 6, 9, 12 and 15 year old children living in Smolensk which were devoted to the problems of ethno-national and religious identity. It was found that a number of children considered his/her parents to be non-believers but at the same time asserted “I believe in God”. There were some statements that the child’s grandmother believed in God or that the child went to church with his/her grandmother (in the specific conditions of Russia, the religion was maintained over the generations through grandmothers secretly taking their grandchildren to church). The statements that nobody, including parents and the child, do not believe in God but go to the church “on holidays” are paradoxically conflicting. The study indicates that there is a general form of preserved unconscious religiousness among Russians. There were examples of direct imitation of believing (or non-believing) parents: “I am like my mother/father”. Many children identified themselves with orthodoxy which they called the “Russian faith”. Six-year-old children usually understood the word “faith” broadly, rather like “trust”.

For a long time, the problems connected with religion could not be included in open and free discussion. In the first years after the revolution of 1917, the population of Russia soon became aware that “religious identification” could deprive them not only of health and freedom, but of life as well. The total number of victims of religious convictions during that time was so great that the final death-toll and the names of lost people is unclear even now. Thus, in the course of seventy years, people could die, could be arrested, or could lose their job or position because of their religious views. It is clear that, in such circumstances, the natural transmission of religious traditions from generation to generation, from parents to children was complicated. In school, and at the pioneer camp, boys and girls had to identify themselves as “atheists”.

Prosecutions for religious beliefs have touched all confessions in Russia (USSR). We have an opportunity to illustrate the concrete situation with the history of one orthodox parish (located on the native land of one of the authors). It is a typical story. The similar picture was observed almost throughout the whole country. 

The history of the temple

The first mentions about the temple in Staryi Yam village were found in annals of 17th century. The church was reconstructed at the end of 19th century and had become one of the biggest in Moscow region before the revolution. The first village school was set up in the church. After the revolution of 1917 the teaching of religion was forbidden at school. Pious teachers were dismissed or should hide their religious views. The first arrests of clerics happened in 1922. However there were still a lot of believers in 1937. According to the population census happened that year, more than 2/3 of rural population of the country identified themselves as “the believers in God” in spite of the fact that such answer could cost them their life and freedom. The priest of the Yam village, intelligent, decent and kind man, was arrested on November 27, 1937. The whole investigation took only 12 days and the priest was shot according to the verdict of “troyka”. The later search of the archives allowed to learn how the decisions had been made these days: due to the great amount of such cases the authors of the report even didn’t give the exact wording, having written down the following accusation: “Owing to activity”. Butovsky range, where the priest had been put to death, was the place of mass execution. 
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	The photo of priest Yaroslav Savitsky, made in prison in 1937, 
	The icon of martyr Yaroslav Yamskoy, 2000


(. The church had been closed and the warehouse was established there instead. The bell tower was completely destroyed in 1940. It was allowed to open the temple for parishioners only in 1990. The church building was considerably damaged and reconstructed. Only few children attended the services. Primarily elderly women and some young people came to the church.
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	This picture was taken 7 years after the temple opening (August, 31, 1997): blessing of children before their study at school.


The new generation of people had grown within 11 years after the temple was opened, people who were not afraid to confess freely their belief in God. In comprehensive schools where these children study, teaching of religion has not been organized yet. (Reconstruction of the temple shape can be compared with the restoration of a person’s soul. 


In a situation in which people are persecuted for their belief, it is hard to understand how any religious principles were preserved. However, the analysis of diaries, biographical material and memoirs shows that beliefs were preserved in two main ways. The first way involved the transmission of religious views within the family; the second way involved traditional popular culture. The latter may undergo changes to its outer level, but its underlying base preserves archetypal images which express the people’s spirit, through the rhythms of labour and holidays, sayings, proverbs, lullabies and fairy-tales. However, the views on religion held by contemporary Russian children have not previously been studied in any detail.

Investigation


The present study analysed free answers in the protocols of 241 interviews with 6, 9, 12 and 15 year old children living in Smolensk which were devoted to the problems of ethno-national and religious identity. We carried out a quantitative analysis of answers produced by children in Smolensk. These children answered only questions concerning religion; these questions were selected from the interview of the main investigation. First of all, the child had to chose cards in order to assess his/her self-identification (2.1); then he/she answered the following questions:

“What religion does your mother profess...?”; 

“What religion does your father profess…?”; 

“What do you believe in…? ”; 

“Do you pray at home...?”; 

“Do you go to church?”… 

Analyzing the obtained material, we took into account the sequence of answers in order to understand what sense the word “believer” has for a child. Answers such as “I am Christian” or “I believe in God, orthodox Christian” were accepted as indicating an absolute awareness of oneself as a believer in God. In other cases (“I believe in everything”, “I believe”, etc.), we compared these answers with the cards the child had chosen earlier (2.1) and with all his/her spontaneous statements.


The main findings were the following: among contemporary Russian children (judging from the Smolensk data), there were surprisingly many believers: 

67,2% among 15-year-old children, 

75% among 12-year-old ones, 

51,7% among the 9-year-old and 

33,3% among the 6-year-old. 
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	Smolensk city
	6 y.o. citizens of Smolensk


As far as the 6-year-old children were concerned, the majority of them – 95% –  “just believe”. They believe “in mum”, “in gnomes”, “in fairy-tales, that they exist somewhere”, “in magic”. This group of children most often interpreted the word “belief” like “trust” (“I trust my mum and God”).
The broadened meaning of the word “belief” was also apparent in the answers of the 9-year-old children: “I believe in lucky chance”, “... in hope”, “... in the truth”, “... in omens”. 

Sometimes, it was hard for the 12-year-old children to take in the word “religion” (“I believe in God rather than profess religion”). 

By the time they are 15 years old, adolescents are able to answer questions connected with belief and religion consciously. Some of their answers display moments of reflection:

“sometimes I believe and sometimes not, but in general I am Christian”;

 “I believe in God but don’t know religion”;

“I don’t know, I haven’t decided yet”;

“I am partly a believer, there is some higher power”;

“I don’t know, most probably Christian – from time to time”. 

Only 15-year-old adolescents used the word “atheist” to characterize their religious identification. 

Thus, children are thinking over the questions connected with religion. Just as it is common for 6-year-old children simply to believe (in any sense of this word), for older children (especially for 15-year-old ones) the process of religious self-identification becomes conscious.


If both parents believed in God, then the child typically said that he/she was a believer. There were some cases where the child considered his/her parents to be non-believers, while he/she believed in God. This situation was observed:

among 6-year-old children – 6,7% 

among the 9-year-olds – 5%

among the 12-year-olds – 3,2%

and among the 15-year-olds – 4,9%. 

In children’s statements (especially those of 6-year-old children), one further person was sometimes mentioned, the grandmother, even though there were no specific questions about her. Six-year-old children mentioned their grandmothers five times. In response to question “Do you pray at home?” children answered: “No, only Granny does”, “Granny does, but we don’t”. Nine-year-old and 12-year-old children mentioned their grandmothers more rarely, 15-year-olds didn’t write or say anything about her. It is in the traditions of Russian culture that grandmothers (and grandfathers) take part in children’s upbringing. According to biographic and autobiographic material in their reminiscences, many Russian people hold their grandmother in grateful remembrance for her teaching them the principles of belief.


In the course of the investigation, it was found that more children said that they went to church than professed belief in God. A positive response to the question about going to church was given by 

83,6% among the 15-year-old

86,7% among the 12-year-olds

73,3% among the 9-year-olds, and 

70% among the 6-year-olds. 

There were some cases when all the members of the family were named as non-believers by a child, but they went to church or did it sometimes:

6,6% among the 15-year-olds

8,3% among the 12-year-olds

15% among the 9-year-olds. 

The reason for this may be found in the following explanations given by a child: “go there on church holidays and without any particular purpose”, “only on great holidays”. Traditionally, the holiday rhythms of the church year form the basis of Russian popular culture. These have not disappeared from the representations of contemporary people: Easter and Christmas were remembered throughout all the years of persecution. One could see streams of people moving to the cemeteries in the suburbs. At the beginning of the 1990s, when temples began to open for services, some part of this stream turned to the church service of Holiday itself. In other words, the connection between the people and the church has never been broken entirely. It is another question whether the years of persecution harmed the integrity of this connection. This is the reason why the self-identification of parents and of their children is so complicated.

All the children the interview was carried out with had grown up after the period of religion persecution. (grown-ups, 15-years, just 1985-86 years of birth). The natural feeling for the human being to trust and believe has appeared in their character. But the main thing is how children and teenagers treat other people, if Christian values mean something for them. 

One of questions we asked the children during our additional research, was the question about a favorite hero (literary, fantastic or epic), about personal features of this hero and his act or behavior which had made the great impression on the child. The content analysis of the stories about the favorite hero allows observing the presence of Christian ideal in children representations. As one 12-years old boy has written, “kindness, overcoming of fear and love to the enemy”. The 9-years girl likes Cinderella for “kindness and beauty”… “She was made to heat the stove, to do dirty work and she wasn’t angry at all.” Many children love heroes for their kindness, but sometimes the question is both about good, and evil: children study to make a conscious choice.


Conclusions 

In contemporary Russia (to judge from the Smolensk data), over a half of the children in each age group consider themselves to be believers. 

Six-year-old children understand the word “belief” in the sense of “trust”. It may be supposed that children of preschool age are sensitive to belief: i.e. it is more common for them to believe than not to believe. 

By 15 years old adolescents are able to decide questions of religious self-identification (positively or negatively), although there are examples of earlier self-identification. 

Religious views are transmitted in the family, which in Russia may be broadened by the presence of grandmothers, grandfathers and other relatives. 

The culture of holidays supports the religious principles of the nation.
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