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Abstract: Over the past two decades, clerics in the Russian Orthodox Church have found a new
outlet for morality policy discussions: news portals, blogs, and other sites that comprise a virtual
public sphere of Russian Orthodox online media. One prominent issue discussed herein is abortion
in Russia, a subject that has spawned debates about possible regulation and prevention measures.
This article analyzes statements regarding abortion made by clerics and others serving in the Russian
Orthodox Church via Russian Orthodox online portals. Using typologies for framing strategies
established through research of morality policy and church-state relations in Russia, this analysis
will show that rational-instrumental frames were employed more frequently than religiously based
or procedural arguments, and frames expressing affinity and disillusionment with the state were
utilized more often than those evoking church-state symphony or anti-government disestablishment.
In addition, it will shed light on framing strategies between online portals with varying degrees of
proximity to the Moscow Patriarchate.

Keywords: Russia; Russian Orthodox Church; Orthodox Christian; morality policy; abortion; fram-
ing; media; mediatization; online

1. Introduction

In the years following the fall of the Soviet Union, clerics and others serving in the
Russian Orthodox Church (hereinafter also referred to as the “ROC” and “Church”) have
become active participants in debates over morality policy issues in the Russian public
sphere. One of the outlets by which these actors seek to communicate with the public
is a range of religious news portals, blogs, and other web pages that will be collectively
referred to here as Russian Orthodox online media.

When making arguments online regarding women’s access to abortion in Russia,
clerics and other speakers serving in the Church are forced to grapple with two major
barriers. First, the majority of Russians are nominally Orthodox, meaning that church
attendance and other common indicators of religiosity are comparatively quite low. Second,
the early legalization of abortion and dominance thereof as an accepted form of birth
control during the Soviet era created what has been termed an “abortion culture” (Johnson
2004; Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005; Rivkin-Fish 2017), meaning that pro-life arguments
may be a harder sell to online audiences than the Church’s stances in previous debates
(such as those regarding so-called “gay propaganda” (Hill 2017) in the early 2010s, where
the majority of the Russian population supported the ROC’s position).

This article is an examination of statements made by Russian Orthodox clerics and
others serving in the ROC via Russian Orthodox online media concerning regulation of
access to abortion. Articles sourced from Russian Orthodox portals from 2000 through
2020 are subjected to a framing analysis, employing typologies based on prior research
in morality policy and church-state relations in Russia. By doing so, the author hopes
to contribute to studies of morality framing practices and attitudes toward the state in
political science and political sociology. By focusing on the case of Russian Orthodox clerics
and Russian Orthodox online media, the article intends to expand morality policy research
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toward including the analyses of a non-state actor—the Russian Orthodox Church—that is
not often studied from this angle. Furthermore, by focusing on clerics and others serving
in the Russian Orthodox Church and Russian Orthodox online media, the article seeks
to contribute to research on the mediatization of Russian Orthodoxy within sociology
of religion.

2. Abortion in Russia

In order to understand the approach of clerics and others serving in the Russian
Orthodox Church to debates over abortion, one must first consider the history and culture
surrounding abortion and women’s reproductive health in Russia, from the Tsarist era
onward. Under the pre-Revolutionary penal code, abortion was classified as murder
and punishable by prison terms for physicians and time spent in a “house of correction”
for women who sought the procedure for reasons other than saving their own life. This
was revised by medical congresses starting in 1910, with advisories to spare women of
punishment—but prosecute doctors “who performed abortions for purposes of greed”
(Solodnikov 2010, p. 77). Nevertheless, intentional terminations of pregnancy were a
common procedure by the time of the Revolution in 1917, as “abortions . . . became a
feature of not only the urban, but rural family [as well]” (Beliakova et al. 2011, p. 425) with
“about 20 percent of pregnancies ended in abortions” (Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005, p. 17)
prior to 1920, when the newly formed Soviet Union became the first country to legalize
abortion (Johnson 2004, p. 202).

The legalization of abortion ushered in seven decades in which reproductive health
policy was governed not according to public health concerns, but by material priorities
of the Soviet state. This sometimes led to contradictory measures: although the govern-
ment “considered abortion access necessary for emancipating women from the home and
mobilizing them into the labor force . . . they did not condone the limitation of births, and
neither promoted contraceptives nor ensured their availability” (Rivkin-Fish 2013, p. 572),
a practice that drove abortion rates up as women entered the command economy. In a
drive to “create more workers and soldiers” (Johnson 2004, pp. 202–3) Stalin moved to ban
abortion, a strategy that backfired as criminal procedures soared along with mortality rates
among women who chose to risk black market abortions. After his death, abortion was
legalized again, and legal termination figures rebounded, hitting a high of 2745 abortions
for every 1000 live births in 1965 (Luehrmann 2017, p. 105). In 1990, on the eve of the Soviet
Union’s collapse, this figure had dropped, but abortions still outpaced live births by 206 to
100 (Sakevich and Denisov 2019, p. 142).

State medical institutions perpetuated the dominance of abortion as a preferred means
of birth control. The Soviet Ministry of Health “discredited new contraceptive methods
and prevented their introduction into the country” (Johnson 2004, p. 205) while medical
personnel were tempted by financial perks such as funding tied to hospital occupancy
rates, which made retaining patients for overnight stays after terminating pregnancies on
flimsy grounds more attractive than sending them home with accurate medical advice.
Even in the post-Soviet era, when the list of reasons for permitting later-term abortions
was reduced for the first time in 2003 (Denisov and Sakevich 2014, p. 61), the state was
preoccupied with its own finances—“Russia’s health ministry [had] been spending five
percent of its annual budget on funding free abortions” (Johnson 2004, p. 208), as requests
for the procedure spiked again during the first decade of social and economic transition
(Luehrmann 2017, p. 106).

It was not until 2007 that live births surpassed abortions performed in Russia for
the first time since the Soviet period (Denisov and Sakevich 2014, p. 52). Although this
ratio has continued to improve, for generations of Russian women, the Soviet health care
system and post-Soviet economic chaos had already left their mark: three years earlier, it
was determined that “the average Russian woman has had six to eight abortions in her
lifetime, and it was not unheard of to have as many as eighteen” (Johnson 2004, p. 207) in a
society bereft of alternatives where women ended unintended pregnancies in “clinics they
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described as factories or meat grinders . . . and even without anesthesia” (Rivkin-Fish 2013,
p. 573). When Russian Deputy Minister of Health Oleg Salagay announced a 30 percent
decrease in abortions over the previous five years in 2020, he cautioned that “these are
big numbers, serious changes, but the number of abortions still remains very high . . .
approximately 523,000” performed in 2019 (TASS 2020) in a country with a population
estimated at 146 million (Federal State Statistics Service 2021).

These behavioral patterns have been described as “abortion culture” (Johnson 2004;
Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005; Rivkin-Fish 2017), elaborated upon by Karpov and Kääriäi-
nen as “the widespread and deep-seated view that abortion is a perfectly acceptable way
of dealing with medical and socioeconomic hardships in personal and family life” (Karpov
and Kääriäinen 2005, p. 14). Karpov and Kääriäinen attributed “its existence and persis-
tence to the lasting demoralizing effects of communist rule” (Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005,
p. 14) and “ruthless destruction of the nation’s religious heritage (Karpov and Kääriäinen
2005, pp. 24–25). Beliakova et al. (2011, p. 427) made a similar link between the masses’
loss of faith and the number of abortions performed, citing the “swift spread of the practice
of the abortion” as an “expression of the decrease in religiosity” in the early years of the
Soviet Union. Russia was anomalous when compared with levels of acceptance for abortion
in other Orthodox Christian societies (including formerly communist Bulgaria; Karpov
and Kääriäinen 2005, p. 24), and “even affiliation with and attendance at services of the
increasingly influential Russian Orthodox Church” had no discernable effect on citizens’
opinions regarding the acceptability of abortion, as “Russians who identify themselves as
Orthodox do not differ in this regard from atheists, and church attendance only slightly
increases the likelihood of a principled opposition to abortion” (Karpov and Kääriäinen
2005, p. 29).

During the Soviet era, the ROC was actively prevented from making counter-arguments
to abortion culture: according to Flood (2002, p. 210), “No autonomous groups or even
individual voices were allowed to initiate public debate on value-related subjects, including
abortion. The Orthodox Church, battered and intimidated by repeated waves of official
hostility, kept quiet for many years”. While there were some rumblings within the Soviet
medical establishment after legalization pertaining to the safety of the procedure, there
was no room for moral arguments, from the Church or anyone else:

. . . In the official discourse, the problem of abortion was framed as either a
social-policy or a medical problem, but not as a moral issue, and certainly not as
a religious one. In addition, any attempts to evaluate the social policies and prac-
tices from a religious perspective could result in repression . . . conceptual tools
for such thought were simply missing (and often forcibly excluded). (Karpov
and Kääriäinen 2005, p. 21)

While attempting to rid Russian society of Soviet-era habits was a daunting task, the
ranks of those permitted to speak about abortion swelled after 1991, as the floodgates
of communication opened, and a host of actors previously forbidden from entering the
public sphere “such as private health care providers, Western pharmaceutical companies,
commercial mass media, international foundations and agencies, new nongovernmental
organizations and the Russian Orthodox Church—began to play a role in family planning”
(Regushevskaya et al. 2009, p. 51). The ROC took note of this development and quickly
set about establishing itself as a prominent cohort in what became known as the prolaif
(pro-life) movement (Luehrmann 2019, p. 774).

A crucial moment in this process came in 2000, with the release of The Basis of the
Social Concept of the Russian Orthodox Church (hereinafter referred to as “The Basis of the
Social Concept”), a document adopted by the Council of Bishops of the Russian Orthodox
Church that set forth the ROC’s official stance on multiple social issues, from church-
state relations to war to abortion (Russian Orthodox Church 2008). Under Section XII,
“Problems of Bioethics”, it was declared that “the Church views intentional termination
of pregnancy (abortion) as a serious sin. Canonical rules equate abortion with murder”
(Russian Orthodox Church 2008).
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The publication of The Basis of the Social Concept kicked off a new pattern of interac-
tion with the general public and the Russian state that established the ROC as a “moral
norm entrepreneur” (Stoeckl 2016, pp. 132–3). The primary focus of the ROC’s external
communications shifted from “the Church itself—its place in society, religious education in
schools and the military, church entitlements and privileges, restitution of property and
religious artefacts taken away from the Church during Communism” to a new interest in
“issues of social ethics and public morality: family, abortion, and demographic change”
(Stoeckl 2020, p. 45).

One avenue for this outward focus is the involvement of Orthodox clerics and others
serving in the Church (such as Abbess Kseniya (Chernega), the chief of the Moscow
Patriarchate’s Legal Service) in lobbying the state to make changes to legislation, including
laws governing access to abortion. The results have been mixed at best. While amendments
to the federal law on healthcare passed in 2011 included a mandatory waiting period and
protections for conscientious objection by physicians who refused to perform abortions
(Ministry of Health of the Russian Federation 2011), other proposals, such as a push for
abortions to be excluded from the country’s state-funded mandatory medical insurance
program (hereinafter referred to by its Russian acronym, the OMS), have fallen short,
making it “thus far, one of the least successful legal avenues in the [C]hurch’s consistent
attempt to turn its pro-life position into secular legislation” (Ponomariov 2021, pp. 247–8).

Convincing the Russian public to let go of abortion as an acceptable birth control
method has proven to be much more of a challenge than other ROC lobbying initiatives.
While framing of bans on public expressions of LGBT identity often touched upon the fact
that the overwhelming majority of the Russian population approved of such restrictions
(Hill 2017), public opinion regarding abortion is far more complex. According to the
Levada-Center (2018), 81 percent of those polled condemned same-sex relationships; in
contrast, only 35 percent said the same about abortion. Although this figure has trebled
from a mere 12 percent in 1998 (Levada-Center 2018), the combination of the fact that
abortion was the default birth control method for decades and the low percentage of
practicing Orthodox Christians among the nominal masses presents a challenge to those
serving in the Church when addressing the issue of abortion in the public sphere, including
the Russian Orthodox online media space explored here.

3. Morality Policy

In order to analyze arguments used within Russian Orthodox online media regarding
abortion in Russia, a typology based on prior research in morality policy was used. Morality
policy started as the study of a substantial category of policies centered around “questions
of first principle”, or “the legal sanction of right and wrong, the validation of a particular
set of basic values” (Mooney 1999, p. 675) that govern issues of “life, death, sex” (Hill 2017,
p. 13) and other sensitive topics that can range from abortion to gun control, depending
on the country where these debates arise. Studlar (2008, p. 394) expanded the scope of
morality policy to “‘blended’ issue[s] . . . that can take on economic and public health,
as well as morality dimensions, depending on successful agenda setting and framing by
interest groups”, thus creating a link between morality policy and framing research.

This development was expanded upon by Mucciaroni (2009), who encouraged an
approach of “systematic examination of the arguments that advocates actually put forward”
in order to determine if morality policy debates were truly about “deontological principles”,
or if they concerned “social consequences” for the greater public or “procedures” that
should be followed to remedy an issue (Mucciaroni 2009, pp. 13–14). This typology of
arguments was refined in Mucciaroni’s 2011 study of framing of homosexuality by oppo-
nents of LGBT rights in US legislatures, where he differentiated between “morality talk”,
or frames pointing to “the morality of private behavior by calling attention to moral and
religious disapproval” of certain activities, rational-instrumental frames “calling attention
to the negative consequences for society, or some important part of it” (Mucciaroni 2009,
p. 195) and framing in “procedural terms—talking about how decisions should be made,
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which level of government or institution should make them, and whose preferences should
be weighed most heavily” (Mucciaroni 2009, p. 198; original emphasis).

Although Mucciaroni’s studies concerned framing in legislative debates, he called for
morality policy research to expand “beyond examining the frames employed by legislative
advocates by looking at how other opponents, including interest group leaders, activists,
and citizens, frame typical morality policy issues” and surmised that “we might expect
these other actors to engage in morality talk more often than legislators” (Mucciaroni 2011,
p. 212) due to the fact that this framing would target existing group members rather than
outsiders. Kettell’s study of collective action frames used by conservative Christian groups
in Britain similarly noted this insider–outsider dichotomy and split framing strategies into
those targeting “‘internal’ and ‘external’ sets of audiences” (Kettell 2017, p. 287) defined
in broad terms as those belonging to these groups and outsiders. They concluded that, in
the pursuit of influence in a society “with religion . . . declining across all key measures
of religiosity, conservative groups have increasingly turned to the use of collective action
frames based on overtly secular norms and values rather than theological assertions”
(Kettell 2017, p. 288).

In the Russian context, questions of framing in morality policy debates and intended
audiences are salient due to the particular nature of religious self-identification versus
actual religious observance in the country. While the percentage of Russians that self-
identify as Orthodox Christians has risen from 33 percent in 1990 to 68 percent in 2020
(Levada-Center 2020), the percentage of what Yemelyanov (2018, p. 35) called “practicing
Orthodox Christians”, defined as “those who take Communion once per month [or] more”
(Yemelyanov 2018, p. 44), has hovered around 3 percent. For this reason, even media aimed
at Orthodox Christian audiences must be sensitive to the realities of nominal religious
identity after decades of repression.

The results of a frame analysis of materials from online portals indicated that when
speaking to mainstream secular and Russian Orthodox media outlets about bans on public
displays of so-called “gay propaganda”, ROC clerics employed more rational-instrumental
than religious-moral frames; even when clerics were interviewed in person at their home
parishes, rational-instrumental framing prevailed (Hill 2017, pp. 55–56). Staehle (2018a,
p. 83) reported similar observations regarding Patriarch Kirill’s use of “secular language,
taking inspiration from public relations strategies rather than from Scripture” when speak-
ing in support of an increased public presence for the Church. Strategic use of “the language
of human rights” in debates over morality policy issues was also noted by Stoeckl (2020),
who attributed this marked “shift in communicative strategy” both in terms of content and
framing to “a relatively small circle of clerics around Kirill, working inside the Moscow
Patriarchate’s External Relations Department” (Stoeckl 2020, p. 45), the ROC’s foreign
relations office.

In the case of abortion, religious framing that has proven successful elsewhere may
fall flat in Russia. Mason (2019) noted that “the scare tactic of saving the soul of the
nation before the return of Jesus Christ” that had previously resonated with Evangelical
Christian circles in the US would not translate well into the Russian context, “because
atheism was state policy in the Soviet Union” (Mason 2019, p. 678) for decades; “instead,
the contemporary Russian antiabortion narrative is about losing the nation to those who
may outbreed the Russians” (Mason 2019, p. 679), thus appealing to xenophobic sentiments
and anxiety over demographics. Even when speaking to Russian Orthodox audiences,
frames based in religion may not succeed: the fact that prior research has shown that
even participation in the life of the Church may not preclude lax attitudes toward abortion
(Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005) indicates that those communicating the Church’s stance
need to choose their words carefully in order to reach audiences still influenced by the
legacy of the Soviet health care system.
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4. Materials and Methods

In order to determine which arguments public speakers in the ROC use, a frame
analysis using typologies from previous studies of the Church was applied. Hill (2017)
adjusted Mucciaroni’s (2011) morality policy framing typology to the Russian context by
doing away with the distinction between moral frames as private and rational-instrumental
frames as pertaining to public concerns; instead, a religious-moral frame was created that
could “apply to religious and moral strictures on the private lives of individuals as well
as public spaces and social life” (Hill 2017, p. 25). Rational-instrumental frames were
defined as applying “not only to society-level issues, but to material issues as applied
to private individuals’ lives—areas such as genetics, psychology, and medicine”, while
“procedural” frames assessing the work of government officials and calling for further
action rounded out the trio (Hill 2017, p. 25). In this analysis, the religious-moral frame
was narrowed down further to being simply religious (in order to exclude references to
Soviet-era, non-religious moral codes), while the other morality policy categories were kept
as is.

In addition to determining which of the morality frame types was most prevalent, this
study sought to expand upon the ways in which the speakers quoted framed the behavior
of the Russian state and the Church’s interactions therewith through procedural framing.
In this case, the author drew upon Stoeckl’s (2018) models of church-state relations, gleaned
from research of Russian Orthodox conservative actors. Stoeckl identified “three levels
of political activism within the Church: the Moscow Patriarchate, activist priests, and
various activist groups of believers” (Stoeckl 2018, p. 221). The stances of these three
cohorts vis-à-vis the Russian state were categorized in three models: symphony, wherein
the ROC acts as “an exclusive partner of the state and the representative of the majority of
the Russian people”; cooperation, wherein the ROC is but one of “public religions, having
equal rights with [other faiths]”; and disestablishment, wherein the ROC performs in the
role of an “antagonist of the state” (Stoeckl 2018, pp. 234, 238, 239).

In the context of this article, Stoeckl’s (2018) models are adapted into frames of
how ROC actors view the behavior of and the Church’s relations with the Russian state
and representatives thereof—including personnel of state-run medical institutions. The
first, and most congenial, is a symphony frame, referring to the concept of symphonia,
“a traditional principle of Eastern Christianity, first formulated in Justinian’s Codex Juris
Canonici, meaning close interaction of secular and sacred authorities in a Christian society”
(Agadjanian 2001, p. 357). While the ROC acknowledges in The Basis of the Social Concept
that “symphony didn’t exist in an absolutely pure form in Byzantium”, the document goes
on to state that “relations between church and state powers in Russian antiquity were more
harmonious” (Russian Orthodox Church 2008).

In the post-Soviet context, symphony has become “a favorite notion used by journalists
with reference to the state-church relationship” (Agadjanian 2001, p. 357) and an ideal
type for favorable relations between the ROC and Russian state. Patriarch Kirill’s “vision
for [symphony’s] implementation in the Russian Federation”, which Ponomariov (2021,
p. 237) dubbed “reloaded” and “reinvented” symphony, is one in which the ROC and
state would “respect each other’s position . . . and, at the same time, build a wide-range
interaction, dialogue, and cooperation” (RIA Novosti 2009). The element of cooperation
set forth by Patriarch Kirill is essential to the symphony frame type used here, applied to
speech promoting or expressing approval of church-state initiatives such as installation of
clerics in state-run institutions—for example, as counselors in state medical clinics as part
of abortion prevention efforts, or as consultants and co-authors when drafting legislation
restricting abortions.

The second frame type, dialogue, is divided into affinity and disillusionment frames,
depending on the speaker’s assessment of state policy. These apply in cases where the
Church is not embedded or attempting to embed itself in the work of state authorities as in
the symphony frame, but providing positive or negative commentary on the functioning
of the state and state-run institutions and delivery of services thereby. Affinity frames
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could apply to favorable assessments of benefits awarded to larger families and vulnerable
single mothers, for example, while the disillusionment framing type refers to expressions of
disappointment by ROC actors regarding perceived failures by the state, such as inadequate
support to large families, broken promises surrounding provision of social welfare benefits,
and the hostile behavior of lower-level civil servants and staff of state-run OB-GYN clinics
and maternity hospitals. Because many ROC clerics and others serving in the Church have
families with multiple children, these anecdotes are often borne of personal experience.

The third church-state framing type, disestablishment, applies to situations where
those serving in the Church view the Russian state as acting in ways that are harmful to the
public to such an extent that ROC-state interactions are no longer deemed prudent, and
the state is framed as an enemy of or existential threat to the people. The frame’s namesake
is Stoeckl’s (2018) model of grassroots Russian Orthodox movements that “find support
on the part of the Church hierarchy” and behave in a manner befitting participants in a
“‘culture war’ with state bureaucracy and the majority of society” (Stoeckl 2018, p. 239).
This stance was embodied by one of Luehrmann’s (2017) pro-life activist respondents,
who openly declared that their center’s work was “anti-state activity . . . the state permits
abortions, and we fight against them” (Luehrmann 2017, p. 103). The fact that such activists
work with the blessing of a segment of the Orthodox clergy indicates that “personal
symphony” (Ponomariov 2021, p. 252) between Patriarch Kirill and Russia’s leadership
does not necessarily trickle down to the level of local parishes. This study is therefore also
a test of how those serving in the Church and speaking publicly choose to describe their
relationship to the Russian state, and how far they might go in expressing displeasure
therewith in a Russian Orthodox online milieu.

5. The Sample

In order to solve the puzzle of how clerics and others serving in the ROC approach the
complicated topic of abortion in the public sphere, the author decided to explore framing
used when addressing this topic via Russian Orthodox online media sources, a subset of
what Hjarvard (2012, 2016) defined as “religious media” within the field of mediatization of
religion. While Hjarvard contends that religious groups, ideas, and practices have “become
increasingly dependent on the media” and that the latter has even “taken over many of the
social functions of the institutionalized religions” (Hjarvard 2008, p. 19), religious media
can be a forum for religious institutions and individuals to promote their beliefs without
being “subordinated” and forced to “comply with generic conventions” of mainstream
media (Hjarvard 2016, p. 10).

In the case of the Russian Orthodox Church, communicating via mass media sources,
and online media sources in particular, has been a crucial initiative to “address not only
Orthodox Christians but society at large” that started in the 1990s with the expansion of
the Internet in Russia, and intensified in the wake of Patriarch Kirill’s 2009 enthronement
(Staehle 2018a, p. 386). Although the Church’s support of the growth of Russian Orthodox
online media may be due in part to a distrust of “non-Orthodox media as lacking authen-
ticity, credibility and reliability”, the actual “media logic” of Russian Orthodox online
portals may be more similar to non-religious Web pages than one might expect (Staehle
2018a, p. 389). For this reason, speakers could still be beholden to the conventions of
mainstream media, wherein “a rational kind of authority tends to dominate” at the expense
of arguments “with reference to religious sentiments and beliefs” (Hjarvard 2016, p. 14).

The sample was created by employing a keyword search for a 20-year period start-
ing in 2000 on the pages of four independent Russian Orthodox portals: Pravoslavie.Ru
(Pravoslavie.Ru), Foma (hereinafter Foma.Ru), Pravoslavie i Mir (Pravmir.Ru), and Russkaya
Narodnaya Liniya (Ruskline.Ru). The year 2000 was selected as the start date of the anal-
ysis because it was the year when the Russian Orthodox Church released The Basis of the
Social Concept. The four portals were selected due to their use in prior surveys of Russian
Orthodox online media (Bogdanova 2020; Bogdanova and Sokolov 2020; Grishaeva 2020;
Grishaeva and Shumkova 2018; Luchenko 2015; Ponomariov 2015; Staehle 2018a), and their
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varying degrees of proximity to the Moscow Patriarchate as an institution. Comparing the
framing strategies used was also a test of how clerics and others serving in the Church
conformed to each portal’s overall tone. As Grishaeva put it, “any statement published
in a given Orthodox medium is the author’s statement, but at the same time it fits into a
certain ideological frame that has been selected by the editors” (Grishaeva 2020, p. 241).

The Pravoslavie.Ru portal is run by the Sretenskiy Monastery in Moscow, placing it
under the direct supervision of a Church institution. The co-founder and editor-in-chief of
the Foma.Ru portal is Vladimir Legoyda, chairman of the ROC’s Synodal Department for
Church Relations with Society and Mass Media and interim leader of the Press Service of
the Patriarch of Moscow and all Rus; while Legoyda is a layman, this nevertheless shows
a human link between the portal and Church structures. A study of Foma.Ru stated that
the goal of the site was “maximum coverage and engagement of the audience; that is,
the number of readers of selected materials and the number of those who become a loyal
reader . . . forming a core audience” (Bogdanova and Sokolov 2020, p. 79). The observation
that nearly 40 percent of those who submitted questions to a clerical Q&A rubric of the
Foma portal either rarely attended or visited churches, did not visit churches at all, or
were atheists/non-believers indicates that clerics and others called upon to comment on
morality policy issues via this source would have to structure their arguments in ways that
would be palatable to those with little personal connection with the Church and its tenets
(Bogdanova 2020, p. 216).

Pravmir.Ru is headed by a laywoman, Anna Danilova; while Archpriest Aleksandr
Ilyashenko, one of the clerics quoted in this article, was a co-founder and spiritual father
of the portal (RIA Novosti 2019), he later discontinued support of the portal, and was
supported in this move by Deputy Chairman of the Synodal Department for Church
Relations with Society and Mass Media Vakhtang Kipshidze, who expressed concern
regarding the portal’s content and “conformity . . . thereof [with] Orthodox mass media
sources” (Pravoslavie.Ru 2019). These events place Pravmir.Ru at a greater distance from
the nucleus of the Moscow Patriarchate as an institution, while at the same time it has been
described as “an invaluable source when it comes to the analysis of debates within the
Orthodox community” (Staehle 2018b, p. 20).

Ruskline.Ru is similarly run by laypeople, and has been characterized by Grishaeva
as “at the periphery” of the Moscow Patriarchate as an institution (Grishaeva 2020, p. 244).
However, Grishaeva also noted that “from time to time pravoslavie.ru republishes materials
from ruskline.ru and vice versa”, which she cited as evidence of “the ideological proximity
of the two resources” (Grishaeva 2020, p. 244). The comparison of these and the other
online portals was thus also a test of the extent to which framing strategies might overlap
between online sources. There were also signs in prior research of a tendency toward
rational-instrumental framing in Ruskline.Ru articles: “anti-Western criticism becomes
politicized, and the moral and religious agenda is of secondary concern. Using strong and
offensive language the authors frame the West through a geopolitical discourse that reveals
their nationalistic position” (Grishaeva 2020, p. 236).

Actors whose framing practices were analyzed were either clerics (the overwhelming
majority, with 156 quoted in or authoring the articles analyzed) or others serving in the
church (two speakers: ROC legal chief Abbess Kseniya (Chernega), and Subdeacon and
Russian State Duma Deputy Vitaliy Milonov). In all, 471 articles were gathered (see
Figure 1).
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A deductive analysis was performed using NVivo software in order to determine
the frequency with which the morality policy frames defined by Mucciaroni (2011) and
adjusted to the Russian context by Hill (2017) and the framing typologies adapted from
Stoeckl’s (2018) church-state relations models were employed. An inductive analysis was
also conducted in order to find relevant sub-frames, following Mucciaroni et al.’s (2019,
p. 182) grouping of “separate, but related, frames under what we call broad dimensions or
‘meta-frames’” when tracking framing of abortion. In this study, Mucciaroni (2011) and
Hill’s (2017) morality policy frames served as meta-frames, with themes grouped within
as sub-frames. Morality policy frames and church-state relations frames were counted
for each category in every article in order to determine which frames were used the most
frequently and therefore considered “dominant” (Hill 2017, p. 27). The dominant frames for
each article were counted again for each portal in order to determine if framing strategies
differed between portals.

During the coding process, “borderline” terms were identified that could be “applica-
ble to two or more framing strategies, depending on the overall context of the sentence”
(Hill 2017, p. 26). In this study, the words “murder” (ubiystvo) and “crime” (prestupleniye)
stood out in that they could be religious or rational-instrumental. This was further com-
plicated by the idea that “in the opinion of legal scholars, the categorization of abortion
as ‘murder’ in the majority of modern legislation has its root[s] in canon law, which was
unacceptable for Soviet jurisprudence and medicine” (Grafova 2020, p. 235).

As in Hill’s (2017) study, it was decided to avoid coding such terms on their own or
based on the potential ideas or motivations behind them, but rather to judge them based on
“the presence or absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereotyped images, sources
of information, and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or
judgements” (Entman 1993, p. 52). According to this system, the word “murder” used
in conjunction with Biblical themes, such as the Holy Innocents slain by King Herod in
Bethlehem (Matthew 2:13–23 NKJV) was coded as religious, as it would resonate with
readers who fit Yemelyanov’s definition of “practicing Orthodox Christians” (Yemelyanov
2018, p. 35) as opposed to nominal Orthodox with a weak grasp of Scripture. If it appeared
in clauses referring to the human toll of World War II on the Soviet Union, on the other



Religions 2021, 12, 1084 10 of 22

hand, it was coded as rational-instrumental, as it would stir emotions in a wider, nominally
or non-religious swath of the Russian public.

6. Results

In this section, the results will be presented by framing type: first, by the morality
frames employed, and second, by church-state relations frames. These will be compared
between the portals studied, and the ways in which the frames were used in arguments
regarding abortion will be presented in detail.

6.1. Morality Framing

Of the 471 articles gathered, 454 quoted Russian Orthodox clerics and others serving
in the Church using morality frames. The analysis showed that of these articles, 50 percent
had a dominant rational-instrumental frame, with religious dominant frames coming in
second at 38 percent; those with procedural frames garnered only 12 percent (see Figure 2).
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Of the articles published on Pravoslavie.Ru, the majority (49 percent) had a rational-
instrumental frame, with religious frames taking a close second with 41 percent, and
procedural frames with 10 percent. In the case of the Foma.Ru articles, rational-instrumental
dominant frames had a greater majority with 65 percent, with religious frames lagging
in second at 26 percent, and procedural frames at a mere 9 percent. Articles posted on
Pravmir.Ru also showed a clear majority of rational-instrumental dominant frames with
54 percent, followed by religious frames in second with 33 percent, and procedural frames
capturing 13 percent. The articles from Ruskline.Ru were the exception, as religious
dominant frames led with an overwhelming majority of 80 percent, while procedural
frames were in a distant second place with 15 percent, and rational-instrumental frames
held 5 percent (see Figure 3).
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6.2. Religious Frames

Religious frames focused primarily on abortion as a sin, the Russian Orthodox Church,
and its role in Russian society, references to God, abortion as murder, and morality couched
in religion. Those who identified abortion as a sin often referred to it as part of a larger
constellation of a person’s relationship with religion: Archpriest Andrey Ovchinnikov
stated that “Abortion is a mortal sin for which a person will suffer . . . a person’s relationship
to abortions is a kind of test of his faith” (Selinov and Ovchinnikov 2016). Abortion in Russia
was characterized as a national spiritual affliction: Priest Daniil Goryachev remarked, “This
is our general sin, the sin of the entire people” (Akhundova and Goryachev 2015).

Frames invoking the Russian Orthodox Church most often called attention to the
ROC’s role as a moral authority in Russian society and a counterbalance to information
flows that could sow immorality. Priest Vladimir Dukhovich claimed, “People are now
pelted by information flows urging [them] to live for oneself, for one’s own gratification.
In these conditions, the voice of the Church, witnessing to Truth, is very important”
(Yerakhtina 2013). Clerics also commented on the largely nominal character of Orthodox
Christianity in Russia, and the ROC’s attempts to bring change. Priest Dimitriy Lin
proclaimed that “the problem of abortion is most of all a problem of spiritual enlightenment
. . . the task standing before the Church is the spiritual enlightenment and self-realization
of our ‘nominal Christians’ as actual Christians” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2016).

References to God pointed to divine intervention in the processes of conception and
motherhood, and abortion as an affront to God’s plans. Archpriest Aleksandr Ilyashenko
argued that “the Lord bestows the gift of birthing children to a woman . . . and to act
against one’s own nature is to act against the Lord God Himself” (Ilyashenko 2008). This
frame was also used to create a clear distinction between the rights of the mother and
God’s will: Priest Oleg Bulychyov stated, “Women must understand that children are not
their property. They have no right to do what they please with them. After all . . . women
are the means or mechanism by which God creates a person specifically for Himself”
(Bulychyov 2014a).

The number of abortions performed in defiance of divine provenance was considered
grounds for collective penalties at God’s hands. Archbishop (now Metropolitan) of Ufa



Religions 2021, 12, 1084 12 of 22

and Sterlitamak Nikon (Vasyukov) declared that “a country where infanticide is officially
allowed is doomed to God’s wrath; it’s just a matter of time, one cannot save oneself
from the Lord’s punishing hand, not even with nuclear weapons” (Metropolitan of Ufa
and Sterlitamak Nikon [Vasyukov] 2006). The prospect of impending divine punishment
was used as a reason to press for change in Russian society. Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov
opined, “Cannibals like our people need to be wiped off the face of the earth, and only the
enormous mercy of God toward us (because we are all His children) saves us from God’s
wrath. But if we don’t wake up, God’s fury will fall upon us” (Pravoslavie.Ru 2016a).

Framing of abortion as murder was accompanied (and distinguished from rational-
instrumental framing of abortion as murder) by references to Biblical scenarios of homicide
or mass infanticide. Archpriest Aleksandr Ilyashenko compared negative psychological
after-effects of abortions to the Old Testament story of God placing a mark on Cain as
punishment for the murder of his brother Abel (Genesis 4:8–15 NKJV): “God punished
Cain, [who] killed his brother Abel, [by] placing a seal on his face . . . the soul of a person
who has committed a murder is clouded to such an extent that it affects their external
appearance . . . abortion is always murder, [and] changes a woman’s internal and external
state” (Ilyashenko 2004a). The number of abortions performed in Russia was compared
with the Holy Innocents slain by King Herod in Bethlehem as described in the Gospel of
Matthew (Matthew 2:13–23 NKJV). Archpriest Igor Fomin proclaimed that “indeed, we are
branded with the disgrace of Herod . . . according to one appraisal, 20 to 30 children were
murdered in Bethlehem . . . Here in Russia, around 1.5 million abortions are performed in
a year” (Fomin 2010).

Frames involving morality based in religion (as opposed to parallel systems of ethics
established during the Soviet era) pointed to immorality in Russian society as the cause of
the number of abortions performed in the country. Metropolitan of Volokolamsk Ilarion
(Alfeyev) warned that “peoples multiply as long as strong moral foundations are preserved
. . . [at present], these institutions are suffering a massive attack by secular ideology . . . as
a result, an unprecedented number of divorces, abortions, incomplete families, crippled
human fates, lives lost” (Metropolitan Ilarion [Alfeyev] 2011). Initiatives to spur a spiritual
renaissance were sometimes favored in lieu of actions by the state: Hegumen Germogen
(Ananyev) opined that “As long as a person doesn’t understand that he is . . . sinning and
committing crimes, prohibitive measures won’t help . . . it is necessary to first turn to moral
upbringing and spiritual education” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2010).

6.3. Rational-Instrumental Frames

Rational-instrumental frames mostly centered on the number of abortions performed
in Russia, abortion as murder, the country’s demographics, law, social attitudes, and
medicine and the country’s health care system. Commentary regarding the number of
abortions performed often used the human toll and legacy of World War II (known as the
Great Patriotic War in Russia) as a benchmark by which to measure abortion statistics—and
shame society at large. Archimandrite (now Bishop) Panteleimon (Shatov) proclaimed,
“We, the people of one of the greatest cultures of the world, who conquered fascism,
live in a country where more than three thousand unborn children are killed every day”
(Pravmir Editorial Staff 2010a). Hiermonk Dimitriy (Pershin) declared that “Abortions
in our country mow down more people than those who perished on the front of the
Great Patriotic [War] . . . in the years of freedom from the ideology of pro-abortion Soviet
nihilism, we have destroyed a number of people equal to the population of Ukraine”
(Pravmir News Service 2014).

In addition to referencing casualties suffered in World War II, frames of abortion as
murder invoked memories of more recent events, such as terrorist attacks within Russia’s
borders. Priest Oleg Bulychyov queried “when so many tears were shed and anger spilled
forth over the murder of 186 children in Beslan, why did nobody sigh over or remember the
15 thousand infants killed in abortion clinics (in Russia alone, according to statistics) the
very same day? . . . modern humanity, calmly killing its own children, is the main bloody



Religions 2021, 12, 1084 13 of 22

terrorist” (Bulychyov 2014a). Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov contrasted many Russians’
laissez-faire attitude toward abortions with horrified reactions to news coverage of events
unfolding in Syria: “When children are killed in Aleppo, they understand that this is bad,
but when [children] are killed in maternity wards, this is taken for granted. Abortion is
still considered as ordinary as brushing one’s teeth” (Pravoslavie.Ru 2016b).

When discussing abortion in light of the country’s demographics, the prospect of
a dwindling population and burgeoning numbers of potential migrants from Russia’s
neighboring states were securitized. At a joint press conference with state representatives
titled “Russia for Life, Russia without Abortions”, Hiermonk Dimitriy (Pershin) warned
that “according to some estimates, [we have] around 5 years to turn things around. If
this doesn’t happen, then in 20 years, we’ll have to hold a [press] conference in this very
spot—in Chinese” (Smirnova 2011). Western Europe was used as a negative example of
a barren land overrun by migrants. Archimandrite Dorofey (Vechkanov) cautioned that
“if we [perform] abortions, then in 10 or 20 years, we will all be like in Europe . . . there is
nobody left to defend her. And thus all of Europe is filled with Arabs, Africans, or Turks”
(Pravmir News Service 2016).

Frames with arguments about the country’s laws regarding abortion were similar to
those declaring abortion as murder in that they referenced the country’s history. Hiermonk
Dimitriy (Pershin) noted, “Before the [1917] Revolution, a doctor who performed abortions
received 2 years in a prison colony” (Pershin and Ruonala 2012), while Priest Daniil
Goryachev declared “We are in first place in the world—for legalization, since 1920, and
for numbers of abortions” (Akhundova and Goryachev 2015). Others combined rational-
instrumental frames regarding current legal standards with religious frames referencing
the Final Judgement (Matthew 25:31–46 NKJV): Archpriest Aleksiy Sukhikh warned that
“According to secular law, they can give [sentences of] ten years and more for murder. But if
they don’t provide sentences for the destruction of a child, that doesn’t mean that there isn’t
a Higher Court and that they can escape punishment” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2008).

When discussing social attitudes, speakers pointed to elements of what is known as
“abortion culture” (Johnson 2004; Karpov and Kääriäinen 2005; Rivkin-Fish 2017) rooted in
the Soviet past. Priest Oleg Bulychyov spoke of women who had gone through the “meat
grinder” (Rivkin-Fish 2013, p. 573) of Soviet gynecology: “There are women (for some
reason, there are a lot of them in villages) who don’t know the total number of abortions
they’ve had; after 10, they already lost track. And they have no regrets” (Bulychyov 2014b).
Others referred to the materialism of the post-Soviet era, and rejection of parenthood on a
global scale that included Russia. Archpriest Maksim Obukhov cautioned, “A lowering of
the birthrate is a worldwide tendency that is not influenced by economic reasons alone.
People are undergoing a change in their state of mind. They think that children are an
unnecessary problem” (Cherevko 2012).

While religious framing supporting the concept of an embryo or fetus as a human
being was rooted in belief in the presence of a soul bestowed by God, rational-instrumental
frames were based in medical science. Priest Aleksandr Ilyashenko queried, “How does
a child in the womb differ from one that has been born? Geneticists are convinced that
the first cell (zygote) already contains full genetic information of a human being, that
this, in fact, is a person” (Ilyashenko 2004b). The concept of the embryo and fetus as a
human being capable of experiencing pain was used to frame abortions as an act of cruelty.
Hiermonk and practicing medic Feodorit (Senchukov) argued that “Abortion is bad, even
if you don’t take the religious side [into account] . . . It is painful for the child when he is
dismembered. Sensitivity to pain forms early within an embryo” (Golovko 2017).

Another aspect of framing from a medical perspective was the rejection of abortion
as a medical procedure on the grounds of the potential negative impact on women’s
physical and emotional health. Hiermonk Feodorit (Senchukov) contended, “Abortion
is harmful, any gynecologist will confirm this. In the best of circumstances, it will not
lead to benefits or noticeable harm; in the worst case, it can strike hard against a woman’s
health” (Senchukov 2016). Arguments regarding negative consequences for physical and
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mental health included references to a phenomenon called “post-abortion syndrome”:
Hiermonk Dimitriy (Pershin) used a combination of religious and medical terminology
when warning about the impact of abortion on emotional and behavioral health, argu-
ing that “A special term has been created for these pangs of conscience: ‘post-abortion
syndrome’—repentance that can lead to thoughts of suicide. Severe depression affects
doctors who perform abortions as well” (Pershin 2010).

6.4. Procedural and Church-State Relations Frames

Of the 454 articles quoting Russian Orthodox clerics, and others serving in the Church
using morality frames, 166 quoted speakers using procedural frames that had elements of
church-state relations framing. Of these articles, 47 percent had a dominant disillusionment
frame, 38 percent used an affinity dominant frame, 12 percent had a symphony dominant
frame, and disestablishment frames lagged behind with only 3 percent (see Figure 4).
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Of the articles published on Pravoslavie.Ru that included church-state relations frames,
the majority (45.8 percent) had a dominant affinity frame, with disillusionment taking
second with 37.5 percent, symphony frames in third place with 12.5 percent, and disestab-
lishment frames in fourth place with 4.2 percent. Among the articles including church-state
relations frames published on Foma.Ru, the majority (40 percent) had a dominant disillu-
sionment frame, while symphony, affinity, and disestablishment dominant frames were
tied for second place with 20 percent each. Of the articles published on Pravmir.Ru, the
majority of those that included church-state relations frames had dominant disillusionment
frames with 50 percent, followed by affinity frames in second place with 33.8 percent, and
symphony frames in third place with 14.9 percent; disestablishment frames sat in last place
with only 1.4 percent. Among the articles published on Ruskline.Ru with church-state
relations frames, disillusionment frames were in first place with 48.9 percent, followed
closely by affinity frames with 42.2 percent. Symphony frames were in a distant third with
6.7 percent, and disestablishment frames were in last place with 2.2 percent (see Figure 5).
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6.5. Symphony Frames

Speakers who referred to (or called for) symphony between the ROC and the Russian
state often saw collaboration as a necessary extension of the Church’s work. Patriarch Kirill
noted “Several years ago, I called for special attention to be paid to the problem of abortions
in our country. Working with governors, with diocesan bishops, I began talking about the
fact that urging women to refrain from this deadly act within church walls is not enough by
itself” (Holy Patriarch of Moscow and All Rus Kirill 2017). Hegumen Nektariy (Morozov)
saw this relationship in the sphere of curtailing the number of abortions performed as key
to the nation’s existence: “We try to cooperate with the authorities, we participate in joint
programs with the state . . . [and] we do not tire to mention that Orthodoxy is not only a
culture-forming [religion], but, in fact, a state-building religion as well” (Morozov 2017).

One example of joint efforts was participation of clerics in the drafting of legislation.
While the overall tone was optimistic, there were signs of caution as well. Archpriest
Aleksiy Novikov made the case that “[The fact] that Church representatives take part
in development of draft laws is correct and healthy”, but followed this with a note of
disillusionment, saying “This will underline and illuminate once again the opinion of the
Church regarding key moments in the life of our people—an opinion that is often the exact
opposite of that which dominates the minds of [state officials]” (Russkaya Narodnaya
Liniya 2011).

Another sphere of cooperation was the installation of clerics in state-run medical
facilities as part of efforts to intervene in cases where women wish to terminate a pregnancy.
Metropolitan of Krutitskiy and Kolomna Yuvenaliy (Poyarkov) described this type of
cooperation when arguing that:

The presence of a priest in the maternity ward, where young mothers are in great
need of spiritual support and prayer, is especially important. A conversation
between a pastor and a woman who intends to destroy her child in the womb can
be truly life-changing. (Metropolitan of Krutitskiy and Kolomna Yuvenaliy 2014)
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6.6. Dialogue Frames: Affinity

The first of the two types of dialogue frame was affinity, where clerics and others
serving in the Church praised activities by the state. This praise was often directed
at national-level authorities following approval of key legislative measures. After the
imposition of restrictions on advertisements of abortion clinics, Priest Aleksiy Volodin
declared that “this is a big step forward for our government . . . it is important insofar
as the state has indicated its position. The state finally acknowledged abortions as an
activity that brings harm to the nation” (Volodin 2009). Individual politicians were also
lauded for speaking up against abortions in the public sphere. After Federation Council
Chair Valentina Matviyenko declared that “Abortion is murder, and we must speak about
this openly” at a meeting with regional women’s organization leaders in 2015, Archpriest
Mikhail Dudko commented that “Of course, it is gratifying that the main thought for
any Christian sounded from the lips of a state functionary: it is forbidden to kill infants,
whether or not they have been born yet” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2015).

Affinity frames also included statements of optimism that further actions would follow.
Following the aforementioned imposition of restrictions on advertisements of abortion
clinics, Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin noted that “It’s clear that our wishes were not entirely
taken into account, but given the development of a negative relationship to abortion in
society, which is forming not least thanks to the efforts of the Church, I hope that the state
will be ready for more decisive measures” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2009). Years later,
Chaplin referenced shifts in public opinion toward conservative values as another reason
for state authorities to follow suit: “I want to hope that this approach to life, which is
becoming more popular among people, including young people, will finally be confirmed
in public order, rules, and laws” (Pravoslavie i Mir 2015).

6.7. Dialogue Frames: Disillusionment

The other side of the dialogue framing coin was disillusionment, wherein clerics and
others serving in the Church expressed dissatisfaction with the state’s policy priorities
(particularly in regard to the medical system), non-delivery of social welfare benefits, and
the behavior and personal character of state officials. One set of complaints targeted per-
ceived inattentiveness of the state to freewheeling clinic advertisements and the activities
of family planning organizations. Archbishop of Ufa and Sterlitamak Nikon (Vasyukov)
opined that “now, when Russia is rapidly sliding into a demographic abyss, when . . .
the president has put forth the issue of increasing the birth rate, the ability of commercial
abortion clinics to freely advertise infanticide looks strange” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya
2006). Deacon Andrey Kurayev1 declared that “I don’t understand—how can one scream
on every corner about a demographic crisis in the country and transport migrants here,
[and] simultaneously allow the work of these ‘Family Planning Centers’?” (Steshin 2006).

Complaints about the state medical system and mandatory state-run insurance pro-
gram (OMS) centered on unfair divisions of financial resources by the former, and the
fact that the latter is sponsored by taxpayers. Hegumen Serapion (Mitko) noted, “Many
medical procedures that are important for one’s health are excluded from this system.
For example, it is very difficult to perform an operation for free, but it’s easy to have an
abortion” (Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya 2016). Archpriest Maksim Obukhov took exception
to the way in which abortions are financed: “Rubles from the state budget are distributed
for purchases of materials for chemical abortions. Our money is taken out of the budget for
medicine, and goes toward financing of family planning centers that promote abortions
and corrupt young people” (Obukhov 2011).

Another aspect of claims against the distribution of state funds was the failure of the
state to properly fund and deliver state welfare benefits. Hiermonk Dimitriy (Pershin)
maintained that “abortion on demand is funded out of the pocketbooks of all working
Russians through the [OMS], but pregnant women in need don’t receive financial assistance”
(Pravmir Editorial Staff 2010b). Archpriest Maksim Obukhov dismissed benefits introduced
on paper for families with multiple children as “dangling carrots that conceal a bunch of
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tricks and burdensome conditions” for eligibility (Borisova and Obukhov 2012). Archpriest
Dimitriy Smirnov had a similarly doleful outlook on the situation: “[of the] proposals for aid
to families with multiple children, only child benefit [payments are] guaranteed; everything
else gets sabotaged” (Pravmir News Service and Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov 2012).

Politicians who resisted placing further restrictions on abortion could be labeled as
corrupt or morally flawed: Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov remarked, “The abortion lobby
that has money in this process is stronger than the will of the government to preserve our
people” (Smirnov 2014). Archpriest Vsevolod Chaplin saw the roots of the issue as a much
more personal affair: “Those who—publicly or behind the scenes—try to block Church
initiatives aimed at lowering the number of abortions [performed] are often those who had
abortions themselves and don’t want their conscience to wake up in connection with this”
(Danilova and Chaplin 2015).

6.8. Disestablishment Frames

While disestablishment frames were rare compared to the other church-state relations
frames, they did give clues regarding sentiments that could translate into acts of civil
disobedience. The specter of murder, including Russia’s violent past, was raised to discredit
the state. When queried about situations in which underage girls in orphanages were
pressured to have abortions after falling pregnant, Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov remarked,
“it is hard to talk about this after the Nuremberg [Trials]. One of [our national] slogans
proclaims that we are the country that conquered fascism. But much of what fascism
consisted of flourishes [in Russia]” (Danilova and Smirnov 2020).

Another approach was to imply that not only was abortion murder, but politicians
were happily complicit. While still a deputy in the St. Petersburg Legislative Assembly,
then-altar server (now Subdeacon) Vitaliy Milonov discussed a failed attempt at adoption
of a Constitutional amendment establishing that human life began at conception: “The [St.]
Petersburg deputies spoke out against it, due to the fact that for the majority of them, it is
far more pleasant to live [for] pleasure and kill children that you don’t want to take care
of” (Milonov 2013). Archpriest Dimitriy Smirnov had similar words to explain a lack of
political will to approve greater restrictions on abortions: “This means that the government
hasn’t yet matured. A few million more children must be killed so that they will feel better,
that we’re dying out” (Pravoslavie.Ru 2016b). Elsewhere, Smirnov employed this and other
arguments to contest the idea that the ROC supported the Russian state:

I personally criticize our state, which murders millions of children every year.
With our taxes, at that. I mean abortions. I am very dissatisfied with the rela-
tionship of the state to families with multiple children, who are on the edge of
survival [in Russia]. I think that it is an abusive relationship when an enormous
quantity of documents is demanded so that the state will give a family with
multiple children some kind of insignificant help. So there is no such thing as the
100 percent support of the state by the Church that you speak of. (Smirnov 2014)

7. Conclusions

When presenting arguments on abortion before the Russian public, clerics and others
serving in the Russian Orthodox Church must grapple with two legacies of the Soviet
system: the history of abortion as a preferred birth control method, and the fact that most
self-declared Orthodox Christians are nominal and non-practicing. This study sought
to adapt and apply a typology previously used in morality policy studies in the West to
frames used by these speakers in Russian Orthodox online media sources.

The results showed that when providing commentary via religious media sources in
the form of Russian Orthodox online portals, rational-instrumental frames were favored
over those couched in religious principles. Even those arguing against abortions via portals
run through a monastery (Pravoslavie.Ru) or led by laypeople with parallel executive
positions in ROC institutions (Foma.Ru) still leaned heavily toward rational-instrumental
framing, a communication style geared toward an audience whose level of religiosity is
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low. The fact that the one exception to the dominant rational-instrumental framing pattern
in this study was the portal identified in prior research as being comparatively distant from
the Moscow Patriarchate as an institution (Ruskline.Ru) is grounds for further inquiries as
to why these frames were favored within this portal in particular.

The breakdown of results for church-state relations frames also held surprises both
in terms of frames used and in which sources they were most prominent. The rarity
of expressions of symphonia between the Church and Russian state raises doubts as to
how seamless interactions between these two bodies truly are. The fact that speakers in
three of the online portals surveyed mostly leaned toward disillusionment frames over
those expressing affinity (with the one exception being the portal closest to the Moscow
Patriarchate: Pravoslavie.Ru) indicates that there is a great deal of skepticism over whether
the state is meeting the needs of the Church and its flock. On the other hand, the miserly
figures for disestablishment frames that portrayed the state as the enemy of the Russian
people point to a reluctance to sow discord with the authorities—at least not online.

Moving forward, the results for morality policy and church-state framing, and the
breakdown between portals indicate that this research would benefit from an expansion of
the data set. Examining morality framing of abortion by clerics and others serving in the
Church via mainstream online news portals will shed light on whether similar framing
patterns apply in a different media setting. Breaking down the analysis by article type
(opinion pieces written by clerics, journalism on religion, and so on) would also help to
determine the extent of editorial control over the choice of frames employed. In addition,
the varied nature of framing strategies used between the portals points to a need for further
study of editorial practices by the management of these and other Russian Orthodox online
sources, in order to determine the extent to which commentators’ framing strategies are
influenced by publishing guidelines.
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1 Kurayev was deposed from the priesthood in January 2021: http://moseparh.ru/reshenie-eparxialnogo-suda-g-moskvy-po-

delu-50-54-2020.html (accessed on 7 December 2021).
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