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peaking before the United Nations, Presi- S dent Jimmy Carter declared that “The 
basic thrust of human affairs points toward a universal 
demand for fundamental human rights. The United 
States has a historic birthright to be associated with this 
process.” He was reiterating his inaugural day commit- 
ment: “Because we are free we can never be indifferent 
to the fate of freedom elsewhere.” 

A number of people, in this country and abroad. have 
worried publicly about what this stance would do to 
relations between the United States and other 
countries-specifically the USSR. And they have some- 
times talked as if questions of human rights had not 
previously been an important issue in diplomatic rela- 
tions between these two countries. In  fact, questions 
concerning religious freedom-an important human 
right-have a significant history in Soviet-American 
relations, going back to the days of the Bolshevik 
Revolution. A review of this history will help us antici- 
pate some of the problems Carter will encounter, since a 
major test,of his commitment and its ramifications 
appears on the horizon. The Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe is meeting in  Belgrade to exam- 
ine the status of the “Declaration on Principles Guiding 
Relations Between Participating Stgtes,“ the Helsinki 
accords. The sixth of these principles requires that states 
refrain from direct or indirect intervention in the domes- 
tic affairs of other states. The seventh pledges “Respect 
for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including 
the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief.” 

Some attention will undoubtedly focus on the right of 
members of a religious community, specifically Soviet 
Jews, to emigrate from the Soviet Union. The debate this 
question has stimulated in the United States, leading to 
the Jackson Amendment to the Trade Reform Act of 
1974, which restricts trade with Communist countries 
that hamper emigration, has threatened the progress of 
detente. Certainly the situation will be examined. 

The concern for the rights of the Soviet Jews is both a 
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legitimate and a moralone. The Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, adopted by the General Assembly of the 
United Nations on December 10, 1948, states: 
“Everyone has the right to leave any country, including 
his own, and to return to his country” (Article 13, 
Paragraph 2). “Everyone has the right to seek and to 
enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution” 
(Article 14, Paragraph I ) .  “No one shall be arbitrarily 
deprived of his nationality nor denied the right to change 
his nationality” (Article 15, Paragraph 2). The Interna- 
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights adopted by 
the General Assembly in 1966 reaffirms these provisions 
in Article 12: 

I .  Everyone lawfully within the territory of a State 
shall. within that territory, have the right to liberty of 
movement and freedom to choose his residence. 
2. Everyone shall be free to leave any country. 
including his own. 
3. The above-mentioned rights shall not be subject to 
any restrictions except those which are provided by 
law, are necessary to’protect national security, public 
order, public health or morals or the rights and 
freedoms of others, and are consistent with the other 
rights recognized in the present Covenant. 
4. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of the right to 
enter his own country. 

Similar provisions are found in  the Con\;ention on the 
Elimination of AI1 Forms of Racism. These Declarations 
provide goals to which nations at their best can aspire. 
While explicitly the issue with the Soviet Union con- 
cerns the right of people to emigrate, implicitly i t  
involves the question of religious liberty, because i t  
focuses on a minority religious group that, through the 
centuries and in most countries where i t  has niade a 
home, has suffered various forms of persecution. 

he history of United States relations with T the Soviet Union contains several paral- 
lek to the present situation: The question of religious 
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(Corrrirrrrcvl from p .  -76) 
freedom has been an element in  negotiations before, 
threatening to shape or alter the policy objectives of the 
United States. Two examples are recounted here, for the 
past ,may well reveal lessons for the present. 

Following the overthrow of the czar, President Wood- 
row Wilson welcomed Russia "into the society of free 
nations under institutions of her own choosing" (Point 
VI). But the Bolshevik Revolution dampened Wilson's 
enthusiasm toward Russia and recognition of the new 
government was withheld. As in his earlierdealings with 
Mexico, Wilson acted contrary to what had become a 
fairly standard diplomatic practice of the United States. 
Although not expressly stated, Wilson had injected a 
question of moral judgment into his decisionmaking. He 
set the stage for a fifteen-year interruption in formal 
relations between the two countries. 

On becoming president, Franklin D. Roosevelt set 
about to mend the breach. At his request the Soviet 
Union dispatched its Foreign Commissar, Maxim Lit- 
vinov (a Jew), as head of a delegation to Washington, 
which arrived on November 7, 1933. The negotiations 
that followed resolved quickly what appeared to be the 
outstanding issues. Formal notes were exchanged and 
relations established within a month after Roosevelt's 
initial invitation. The three main issues discussed in- 
cluded ( I ) World War I debts and claims; (2) Communist 
propaganda in the United States; and (3) the question of 
religious liberty in the Soviet Union. This latter is, of 
course, our main concern. 

Sensing the American public's fear of "atheistic 
communism'' and its concern about the known persecu- 
tions of the Church in Russia, Roosevelt felt the issue of 
religious liberty should be raised in the bargaining 
process. What he did was, in  fact, carefully cir- 
cumscribed. In a letter addressed to Mr. Litvinov on 
November 16 Roosevelt spelled out the specific concern 
that Americans residing temporarily or permanently in 
the Soviet Union should "enjoy in all respects the same 
freedom of conscience and religious liberty which they 
enjoy at home." Roosevelt pointed out that the U.S. had 
always tried to protect its nationals in the free exercise of 
conscience and of worship from any and all disabilities. 
Americans in the Soviet Union should be allowed to 
"conduct without annoyance or molestation of any kind 
religious services and rites of ceremonial nature and so 
on in houses, churches or other buildings that might be 
appropriate." He insisted that Americans should have 
the right to have their spiritual needs ministered to by 
clergymen, priests, rabbis, or other ecclesiastical per- 
sons. What Roosevelt was doing ought to have been 
obvious: He was only asserting the rights of American 
citizens. 

Mr. Litvinov's response to President Roosevelt was 
made on the same day. In  legal terms, and clearly for the 
record, he cited specific Soviet laws, those of 1918 and 
1929. that dealt with religious liberty. Prior to the 
Communist victory in Russia the Orthodox Church had 
been the "established" church and functioned closely 
with the czarist regimes. A governmental decree of 
January 23, 1918, separated the Church from the State. 
Citizens were guaranteed freedom to profess any religion 
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or none at all. Schools were separated from the churches; 
religious instruction was allowed in private but was 
prohibited in governmental and private schools. Prop- 
erties belonging to ecclesiastical organizations or asso- 
ciations were nationalized, although they were available 
rent-free for future use. Over the years the principles 
were spelled out, and finally codified in 1929. At that 
time, however, freedom of religious propaganda was 
taken away, allowing only freedom of worship, i.e., the 
performance of religious rites. 

Litvinov cited only those portions of the law that dealt 
with freedom of w,brship. He avoided any consideration 
of the negative features of the law, any discussion of the 
persecutions that had taken place during the 1920's. 
including the arrest and condemnation of the Patriarch 
Tikon. But strictly within the definition of Soviet law he 
was able to satisfy the conditions Roosevelt demanded. 
Furthermore, Litvinov announced that the Soviet Gov- 
ernment was prepared to establish a niost-favored-nation 
clause in terms of the provisions and rights that were 
granted with reference to freedom of conscience and the 
free exercise of religion. The offer was not taken up. 

Roosevelt was able to go before the American people 
and say that the issues had been clarified. Litvinov could 
say that no religious concessions had been made under 
pressure of the United States Government. Both were 
technically correct. Many assumed, incorrectly, that the 
agreement meant the end of religious persecution in the 
Soviet Union. In fact, many years passed before even the 
guarantees received concerning American citizens be- 
came functional. 

The response of religious leaders in the U.S. varied. In 
the climate of the times, recognition of the Soviet Union 
had been generally opposed by Roman Catholics. 
Though Protestants tended to favor recognition. few 
closed their eyes to the reality of the religious situation in 
the USSR. 

The dilenima confronting Roosevelt was clear, be- 
cause for him the religious policies of the Soviet U n i o n  
were a domestic matter. The United States should not 
interfere. no matter what the prevailing sympathies, in 
the internal affairs of another country. The United States 
did have an obligation to protect its own citizens. The 
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issue was a n  import;lnt one, and i t  would emerge in a 
variety of ways in the 1930's: i n  Mexico, when the 
Calles regime severely restricted the activities'of the 
Roman Catholic Church; in Spain, when the victorious 
Franco regime closed Protestant churches; in  Germany, 
when the Nazis began their systematic persecution of the 
Jews that  led to the "holocaust." Throughout. 
Roosevelt remained fairly consistent-protect American 
rights, express concern if necessary, offer aid to the 
victims i f  possible, but do not interfere in the internal 
affairs of another country. 

A little over a year after the Litvinov agreement, an 
attempt was made to link the guarantees of religious 
liberty with the reciprocal trade agreements that were 
being negotiated by Secretary of State Cordell Hull. 
Prompted more by the situation in Mexico, but citing the 
failure of the Soviet Union to live up to its agreement of 
1933, Representative Clare G. Geneny of Pennsylvania 
and Senator W. Warren Barbour of New Jersey intro- 
duced resolutions in Congress to this end: "Be i t  
enacted. etc., that the Secretary of State is hereby 
directed not to enter into any  reciprocal trade agreement 
or understanding wi th  any nation engaging in religious or 
racial persecution." This would .undoubtedly have 
nieant the end of  trade, had i t  been interpreted strictly. 
But the move was unsuccessful. 

n I94 I ,  when the Roosevelt administration I desired to help embattled Britain and the 
Soviet Union, the religious factor again emerged as a 
potential stumbling block to the accomplishment of 
policy objectives. The situation in Europe was ominous. 
Nazi forces occupied most of the continent and the Battle 
of Britain raged. American concern mounted as Hitler's 
forces expanded, threatening Britain with defeat. The 
Lend Lease bill proposed by Roosevelt passed in Con- 
gress on March 11. While assuring aid to Britain, i t  did 
not command universal support in the United States. 
Some opposed it  as bringing the U.S. one step closer to 
war. 

Hitler's attack on the Soviet Union on June 22, 1941, 
forced the United States government to consider Lend 
Lease aid to that country, now a strange companion in 
the "fight for democracy." But the climate was hardly 
conducive to an unopposed offer of aid to Russia, and for 
two reasons that concern us here. First, during the eight 
years following recognition, the Soviet Union had not 
exactly been blazing trails for religious liberty. If any- 
thing, the situation inside Russia became worse with 
the purges of 1938. Second, the Catholic Church was 
calling for a crusade against atheistic communism--a call 
hardly compatible wi th  aid to the Soviet Union. Cer- 
tainly by its invasion of Finland the USSR had displeased 
even its normal sympathizers. And many there were who 
would like to have seen Hitlerand Stalin locked in mortal 
combat. But militarily, cooperation with Russia became 
necessary for the defeat of Hitler. The attack on Russia 
took the pressure off Britain. standing alone. and re- 
moved the immediate prospect of an  invasion there. 
Still, the possibility of a Soviet defeat at Hitler's hands, 
at once removing the USSR as a check and making the 

resources of East Europe and Russia available to Ger- 
many, sobered leaders in Washington. Aid was a matter 
of political expediency. Hitler loomed as the immediate 
demonic evil. Anyone fighting Hitler shared a common 
cause. And yet, how to provide the rationale forjoining 
wi th  one totalitarian regime to fight another (or for that 
matter kith one imperial system to fight an aspiring 
imperial system)? And how could one justify, in  ethical 
terms, support for a "godless" system in a war against 
another system that had created its own god? 

Faced wi th  this situation, the Roosevelt administra- 
tion began to search for evidence that the Nazi menace 
\vas worse than the Soviet threat, that the Soviet Union 
had in fact modified its religious stance, and that i t  would 
make further changes in the time to come. The adminis- 
tration also sought to mollify or nullify the religious 
opposition, particularly that from the Catholic Church. 
Roosevelt had little trouble from the strongly pro-British 
Protestant wing led by Henry P. Van Dusen, Reinhold 
Niebuhr, and others. A petition circulated by Kenneth 
Leslie, editor of thc Protestatit Digest, contained the 
names of over a thousand Protestant leaders and urged 
further aid to Britain and Russia, thus assuring Roosevelt 
of support. As in 1933, this did not mean that the 
Prbtestants were lulled by assurances of religious liberty 
in the Soviet Union. In fact, Luther A. Weigle. President 
of the Federal Council of Churches, objected to 
Roosevelt's assertions that the Russians guaranteed reli- 
gious liberty. Niebuhr also objected to the attempt to 
"deodorize" Russia. But Niebuhr was also quite prag- 
matic. claiming that while i t  was unwise to deny Russia's 
suppression of religious and other liberties, i t  was. 
"equally unwise, not to say immoral, to use this occa- 
sion to bargain wi th  the Russians. " For these Protestants 
the defeat of Hitler took precedence over all other issues. 
But Catholic opposition ran high. A poll of Catholic 
clergy in the United States showed that they almost 
unanimously opposed aid to Russia. The encyclical 
letter, On Atheistic Cottitnutiistti ( 1  937) .  still stood with 
its warning: "Communism is intrinsically wrong, and no 
one who would save Christian civilization may collabo- 
rate with i t  in any undertaking whatsoever." 

In  his  endeavors Roosevelt tried to convince the 
Soviet Union to ease its restrictions on religion. For 
instance, Roosevelt suggested to Soviet Ambassador 
Konstantin Oumansky that the Soviet Union bring forth 
evidence or make assurances on the issue of religious 
liberty that would ease the feelings of Americans on the 
matter. At about the same time, Ambassador Averell 
Harriman, on a special mission to the Soviet Union, took 
up the issue wi th  leading officials, including Molotov 
and Stalin. Harriman reported that he had been given 
assurances that the Soviets did allow religious worship, 
that they would reduce any restrictions that might be 
appropriate, and would provide the necessary publicity 
for them. 

Several propitious things occurred. The first of these 
came in the form of a letter from Polish Ambassador Jan 
Ciechanowski. which revealed that the Soviet Union had 
granted special requests to the Polish armed forces then 
fighting alongside theirs. These included "fu l l  cultural 
freedom and freedom of worship for both Christians and 
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Jews." I t  provided for Catholic military chaplains and 
the opening of a Polish Catholic Church in Moscow as 
well as a synagogie for Polish Jews. Roosevelt dis- 
cussed this letter at a press conference on September 30. 
He also made reference to Article 124 of the Soviet 
Constitution of 1936: 

I n  order to ensure citizens freedom of conscience, the 
church in the Union of Soviet Social Republics is 
separated from the state, and the school from the 
church. Freedom of religious worship and freedom of 
anti-religious propaganda are recognized for all citi- 
zens. 

Roosevelt emphasized the right to freedom of worship 
and freedom of conscience. In the meantime, a formal 
statement was issued in Moscow by Solomon A. 
Lozovski, Assistant Commissar for Foreign Affairs. 
This statement dealt with freedom of worship in the 
Soviet Union, basically repeating the constitutional 
provisions. Some officials considered these statements 
mere lip service. 

In dealing wi th  the Catholics. Roosevelt wrote di- 
rectly to Pope Pius XI1 on September 3, 1941: 

. . .  I believe there is a real possibility that Russia may 
as a result of the present conflict recognize freedom of 
religion in Russia, although, of course, without rec- 
.ognition of any official intervention on the part of any 
church in educption or political matters within Rus- 
sia. I feel that if  this can be accomplished i t  will put 
the possibility of the restoration of real religious 
liberty in Russia on a much better footing than 
religious freedom is in Germany today. 

The issue was summed up: 

... I believe that the survival of Russia is less danger- 
o u s  to religion, to the church as such, and to humanity 
in general than would be the survival of the Gernian 
form of dictatorship. 

Myron Taylor, the President's personal representa- 
tive to the Pope, left the United States shortly there- 
after to deliver the letter.On his return in October 
Taylor brought the needed reaction from the Pope: a 
distinction would be made between aiding the Russian 

nation and aiding Com.munist ideology. While not iln 

enthusiastic endorsement for the coming efforts. the 
voice of opposition was niuted and the way to Russian 
aid cleared. 

As if to ensure the.support of the public for aiding 
ssia, President Roosevelt sought to shift the atten- 

tion from the religious situation there to that in 
Germany. On October 27 he revealed a secret "thirty 
point plan" of t h r  Nazis' to destroy religion around 
the world. There could be no doubt of the real enemy. 
And as if to formalize the understanding with Russia. 
a statement on religious freedom was included in  the 
first proclamation of the United Nations, January I ,  
1942. Oddly, after including Freedom of Religion 
among the Four Freedoms. Roosevelt and Churchill 
left i t  out of the Atlantic Charter, which Stalin 
endorsed. After the storm created by that oversight. 
and after discussions with Maxim Litvinov. now the 
new Soviet ambassador in Washington, the Russians 
consented to the use of'Freedoni of Religion in the 
United Nations Declaration. 

Lend Lease funds for the Soviet Union were ap- 
proved. That war was won. but concerns about reli- 
gious liherty in the USSR remain to this day. 
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here may have been other occasions when T questions of human rights and. more spe- 
cifically , the issue of religious freedom entered diploma- 
tic negotiations betweesthe United States and the Soviet 
Union, but the two discussed here are well documented. 
The issue is a sensitive one. I t  deals with what most 
countries consider their own affairs. I t  often deals with 
what may be a blurred line between the de jure and the de 
facto situation in a country. And underneath i t  all lies a 
profoundly troubling question. The "Holocaust" chal- 
lenged for all time what had been Roosevelt's fundamen- 
tal premise: that human rights are affairs for the internal 
regulation by the various states. Since then civilized 
people must ask themselves if they can ever again ignore 
fundamental violations of hunian rights, wherever they 
appear. 

The contrast between the sixth and seventh Helsinki 
principles looms large at this point. The way the U.S. 
and USSR resolve the contradiction between the two 
principles may .well be the key to how meaningfully the 
United States can fu l f i l l  its commitment to promote the 
cause of hunian rights around the world. 


