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Abstract. The contemporary Russian map of threats to religious security is multifaceted. The 
first place in the hierarchy of threats is the activity of radical Islamists promoting extremist 
goals, while the second place belongs to the activity of non-traditional religions. This article is 
analyzes the methodological tools and results of regional and All-Russian sociological surveys 
aimed at determining the quality of interfaith relations and the place of religious risks in the 
national security system. Research into the religious sphere requires a certain sensitivity, which 
only complicates the process of compiling empirical tools. This article studies the experience 
of sociological surveys in the Volga Region (Bashkortostan, Penze, Ulyanovsk, Mordovia, and 
Astrakhan) and the North Caucasus, using the data from All-Russian surveys. The purpose of 
this article is to identify the most effective methodological strategies for measuring sectarian 
tension and determining the risk of religious violence. The analysis of methodological tools 
shows that the high anxiety of mass consciousness can be recorded using questions on a number 
of issues. They include the admissibility or inadmissibility of violence in interreligious rela-
tions; the need to grant special rights to a denomination (to formalize its dominant position); 
the benefits or harms of the transition from one religion to another; the attitude towards the 
demonstration of religious symbols in the public sphere (e. g. hijab). The analysis of empiri-
cal research strategies allowed recording the tendency to present non-traditional faiths for 
Russia as a serious threat to the religious security, as well as to unite under a single cap such 
diverse phenomena as Wahhabism, the movement of Jehovah’s Witnesses, Protestantism, and 
Krishnaism. On the contrary, Russian political scientists consider traditional religions the main 
allies of the state in the field of maintaining religious security. The author concludes that the 
choice of methods can influence individual and collective perceptions of religious security.
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INTRODUCTION
Interfaith relations are of great importance for social sciences. However, religios-
ity as a security factor is both complex and delicate to study. Studying the religious 
sphere requires ethical caution, associated with the danger of hurting the feelings 
of believers, and methodological caution — when drawing up questions in order 
to assess the potential risks and threats to religious security. The analysis of soci-
ological tools of conducted empirical studies is an obligatory step in drawing up 
the author’s methodology for studying the image of interfaith relations in the mass 
consciousness.

This article presents the experience of Russian national and regional surveys 
(conducted in the Republics of Bashkortostan and Mordovia, in the cities of Penza, 
Ulyanovsk, and Astrakhan, and in the North Caucasus). Russian researchers asked 
the respondents to express their views on the problems of spreading radical (ex-
tremist) religious concepts, growing popularity of non-traditional religions (includ-
ing new religious movements), re-establishing links between the state and tradi-
tional religions, providing legal advantages to certain religions, and on interfaith 
relations in the country and the region.

The accumulated empirical data needs generalizing and analyzing. The purpose 
of the article is to determine the most effective methodological strategies for meas-
uring interfaith tension and the level of danger of committing violence on religious 
grounds.

A survey of empirical studies will allow us to evaluate strategies for identifying 
religious risks that are relevant to the Russian mass consciousness, including the 
strategies for identifying social groups that are potentially inclined to destabilize 
the religious sphere, and methods for performing indirect (hidden) diagnostics of 
probable religious conflicts in the regions.

MAIN PART
Empirical measurement of interfaith tension and determination  
of the danger level of committing violence on religious grounds

Interfaith tension and conflict can be a serious threat to religious security. In so-
ciological studies, direct questions prevail, for example: “Assess the nature of 
interfaith relations in Mordovia” [13, p. 134-147] or “What, do you think, is the 
religious and interfaith situation in Dagestan?” [10, p. 94-99]. A survey in Mor-
dovia in August 2017, showed that 8% of the respondents named specific incidents 
of inconvenience or violation of rights related to religious identity; 76% of the 
respondents rated interfaith relations in the region as good, and only 14% noted 
tension at the household level.

However, the direct question to the respondents will allow them to assess the 
real situation in the system of religious relations only if there are obvious in-
ter-faith contradictions in the region. Finding out hidden tension and hidden fears 
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involves applying a more complex empirical strategy. For example, a measure-
ment in certain social groups revealed the following foci of tension: 34% of 
Tatars in Mordovia faced problems or violations of rights on religious grounds. 
The urban population and young people feel much higher tension in interfaith 
relations at the household level than the regional average [13].

Some studies suggest revealing hidden fears (which are potential threats to 
religious stability) in the mass consciousness by asking if violence in interfaith 
relations is acceptable or not. A survey in Ulyanovsk and Penza in 2015 showed 
that 85.3% of Tatars, 88.7% of Russians, and 89.6% of Mordvins agreed that 
“Violence in interethnic and interfaith relations is unacceptable” [3, p. 64-72]. 
However, can these positive indicators prove a high level of tolerance?

Doubts about the high level of tolerance and the absence of hidden fears and 
tensions are based on the fact that a change in the wording of the question leads 
to unexpected results. During the survey in Ulyanovsk and Penza in 2015, the 
respondents were asked: “Do you accept violence against representatives of oth-
er ethnic groups or faiths in certain cases (if justice is violated against your peo-
ple and faith)?” The results showed that 47.3% of Russians, 33.3% of Tatars and 
54.1% of Mordvins are potentially ready to use force in a possible crisis situation. 
A high proportion of respondents who answered positively indicates indirectly 
the level of interfaith tension. Thus, hidden fears (dissatisfaction with the devel-
opment of the religious situation) are revealed when the wording of the question 
is changed. L. M. Drobizheva believes that this sociological study has recorded 
a new and alarming trend of mass consciousness caused by the spread of a neg-
ative image of foreign migrants in the media.

The second way to find out the anxiety level of mass consciousness in inter-faith 
relations, and to predict possible conflicts on religious grounds, is to determine 
the proportion of respondents who consider it necessary to grant particular rights 
to a particular denomination (to officially establish its dominant position). Pri-
oritizing one of the religions in the state or in the region can upset other faiths, 
and can be an indirect evidence of a low tolerance level among the religious 
majority, or an alarming sense of inferiority, or both.

The 2016 Russian national survey conducted by the Levada-Center showed a 
steady refusal (69% of respondents) of Russian society to provide legal advan-
tages to the Russian Orthodox Church “over atheists and people of other faiths”. 
Similar results were obtained, for example, during a regional survey in the Vol-
gograd region in 2013 [1].

However, such tolerance is not characteristic of all subjects of the Russian 
Federation. A survey in the Republic of Dagestan in 2009 showed that 62% of 
the respondents wish to provide more rights to Islam [15, p. 29-32]. Moreover, 
about 23% of Dagestanis in 2010 said that it is acceptable to enforce a religious 
faith [10].

Changing the wording of the question changes the results. The Russian nation-
al survey conducted by the Institute of Sociology of the Russian Academy of 
Sciences (ISRAS) in 2014-2015, showed that 72% of Russian Orthodox Chris-
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tians, 57% of Muslims, 54% of atheists approve of the strengthening role of the 
Russian Orthodox Church in public policy “under certain circumstances, when 
it concerns the security and the sovereignty of the country” [9, p. 110-118].

Studies in the Volga region showed that 88% of Russian respondents support 
the idea that “the state should support the cultures and religions of all the peoples 
of Russia”. However, the same study showed that 57% of Russians favor “prior-
itizing support for Russian culture and Russian Orthodoxy” [3]. Thus, with “Rus-
sian culture” and “Russian Orthodoxy” mentioned in the wording, over 50 % of 
the ethnic group prevailing in Russia support one of the religions.

The attitude to traditional religions (to Russian Orthodoxy, in particular) in 
Russian society is quite controversial. On the one hand, the religion of the ma-
jority of the population is a strong identification marker, and therefore occupies 
an important place in the consciousness of Russians; on the other hand, the struc-
ture of the Russian Orthodox Church causes criticism in certain parts of the so-
ciety for well-known reasons. In addition, of course, since the Soviet times, 
humanist messages have been strong in Russian society, determining the need 
for an equal (and even rather indifferent) attitude to representatives of various 
faiths. These trends are embodied in the low support of Russian Orthodoxy. 
However, small changes in the wording of the question make it possible to incline 
a significant part of respondents to give additional support for Russian Orthodoxy.

The third way to find out the state of interfaith relations is to determine the 
respondents’ attitude to new (non-traditional) religious movements. The survey 
data allow us to record the degree of irritation about active proselytism and judge 
about the level of interfaith tension.

Sociological tools offer a question about specific legal restrictions on the ac-
tivities of non-traditional religions. For example, the 2005 survey conducted by 
the Institute of the Lutheran Church of Finland, the Academy of Sciences of 
Finland and the Russian Academy of Sciences showed that over a half of Russians 
(55%) would like to prohibit representatives of non-traditional religious denom-
inations from buying or putting up buildings, “60% — from preaching in public 
places, 66 % — from distributing their publications; 62% — from opening reli-
gious schools; 62% — from preaching on television” [6, p. 109-111]. These results 
were interpreted as proving the formation of a pan-Orthodox consensus.

The empirical measurements of the disapproval level of the activities of var-
ious faiths showed the peculiarities of the public view of threats and the state of 
religious security.

The fourth way to determine the level of public anxiety that impedes the main-
tenance of stable interfaith relations is to find out the respondent s’ attitude to the 
change of religion.  If representatives of other faiths are perceived as “strangers”, 
it becomes a factor in increasing conflict situations in the interfaith relations [4, 
p. 102-111]. However, Astrakhan researchers indicate that the historical multi-re-
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ligiosity of the Caspian region is a favorable basis for maintaining tolerance for 
religious otherness. Opinion polls showed that increasing cultural heterogeneity 
in public relations, for example, a spreading fashion among Muslim girls to wear 
a hijab, is not perceived as a threat by representatives of other faiths [17].

Astrakhan researchers studied how religious conversion influences the aggra-
vation of interfaith relations. During the survey and the focus group, the major-
ity of the respondents showed their neutral, tolerant attitude to the process of 
such conversion [5, 16]. However, significantly higher percentage of Russian 
Orthodox Christians than Muslims do not approve of the change of religion. It 
should be noted that Astrakhan researchers emphasize that the region benefits 
from its multiculturalism and the border position, developing tolerant relations 
between representatives of various faiths and reducing the risks of religious dest-
abilization.

Threatening non-traditional religions  
as a hidden ideology of sociological research

The modern Russian map of threats to religious security is multifaceted. One of 
the biggest threats comes from radical Islamists promulgating extremist goals, 
and another — from non-traditional religions. A notable trend in contemporary 
sociological studies of the spiritual sphere presents non-traditional denominations 
as a serious threat to religious security.

The Russian state and society have long been distrustful of non-traditional 
religious denominations. The threat of active proselytism is found in the unwant-
ed destruction of the spiritual bonds of Russian culture. However, some research-
ers consider obstacles and persecution of non-traditional religions as unreason-
able and irrational [7].

While compiling the sociological tools to study religious threats, researchers 
tend to put into the definition of “non-traditional religions” such diverse phe-
nomena as Wahhabism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Protestantism, Krishnaism, etc. 
[11, 12, 14, 15]. Everything “unconventional” is declared unwanted, sociological 
evidence sometimes given as a proof. For example, a study conducted by the 
ISRAS (2014 -2015) revealed a correlation between patriotism and adherence to 
traditional religion. It showed that 58% of Russian Orthodox Christians and 
Muslims, 51% of atheists and 43% of believers of all faiths agree that “one has 
a homeland and it is not good to leave it”. On the contrary, 57% of non-confes-
sional believers and 48% of atheists support cosmopolitan ideas” [9].

The Russian national poll conducted by the ISRAS in 2014-2015 (by more au-
thoritative institutions and with stricter observance of methodological principles) 
showed that only about a quarter of Russians do not approve of the spread of non-tra-
ditional religions. Moreover, the most negative attitude to the latter is not shown by 
Russian Orthodox Christians or Muslims, but, strangely enough, by atheists [9].
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A survey conducted in August 2017 in Mordovia showed similar results. The 

respondents were asked to describe their attitude to various religions. Most 
non-traditional religions were rated indifferent, about 10% of the respondents 
expressed a negative attitude [13]. Thus, in the domestic sociological discourse 
there is a desire to present non-traditional religions as a threat, and their believ-
ers — as a source of threat. However, public opinion is much less concerned 
about proselytism.

On the other hand, many empirical and theoretical studies determine the in-
teraction of the state and some religions as a positive factor in religious security. 
From the point of view of political theory, the close political interaction of state 
bodies with traditional religions is ambivalent, being either a factor in increasing 
social tension (the emergence of those dissatisfied with the sacralization of pow-
er or with granting unreasonable privileges to religious organizations), or a fac-
tor in the fight against destructive religious movements.

For domestic political scientists, the second factor that explains the need for 
cooperation between government and religion is of primary importance [8]. As-
trakhan researchers identified the factors influencing the spread of confessional 
extremism, such as lacking religious literacy of the population, weak interaction 
between traditional religions, public organizations, and government bodies in 
increasing the level of religious culture of the population [2, p. 107-117].

However, the Russian national survey conducted by the ISRAS in 2014-2015 
showed that society expects religious organizations to undertake spiritual and 
moral education (45% of Russian Orthodox Christians and 41% of Muslims), 
charitable activities (30% of respondents), and preservation of cultural heritage 
(23% of respondents), with the activity to neutralize extremism only expected in 
the fourth place [9]. What should be noted is different assessment of the role of 
traditional religious organizations in countering extremism in political science 
and public discourse.

CONCLUSION
The attitude of society towards the spread of non-traditional religions, the prospects 
for the cooperation of religions with the state and the politicization of traditional 
religions, as well as the development of interfaith relations are the main issues for 
the sociological study of religious security. Russian authorities and sociologists 
emphasize the threat of proselytism, and new religious missionary activities, which 
can destruct the spiritual bonds of Russian society. However, the mass conscious-
ness considers these threats insignificant. Only certain adjustments to the wording 
of the questions are able to produce results that confirm the alarming situation.

Thus, Russian national polls representing the popular opinion usually show a 
low level of relevant threats to religious security. Although, of course, in different 
regions and ethno-religious groups, survey results can vary. However, a change in 
the wording of the question, which allows one to find out the popular opinion about 
the prospect development of the situation, shows real mass fears of a possible 
worsening of the situation in the near future (even among a seemingly prosperous 
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religious majority). Thus, it is the choice of the research methodology, which large-
ly determines the research results, that can form adequate or illusionary ideas about 
the degree of religious security among the research sponsors and the population in 
general.
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