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Introduction — Crossing Boundaries

Conversions in Central and Eastern
Europe in the Long 20th Century

Gasper Mithans, Heléna Toth, and Matteo Benussi

This volume applies the theoretical insights of the study of religious conversion
to the complex social fabric of Central and Eastern Europe by bringing together
a diverse collection of essays, based on original archival research and fieldwork.
Characterized by religious heterogeneity and the shared historical experiences of
the dissolution of multiethnic empires, ambiguously demarcated nation-states, and
the rise and fall of socialist regimes throughout the long 20th century, this region
offers a unique matrix for appreciating the political, social, and cultural dimensions
of conversion.

The essays share three premises. The first concerns the unintended destabili-
zation of religious institutions and identities. Collectively, our book shows that
across Central and Eastern Europe, as changing political systems seized upon and
mobilized religious politics to foster political loyalties, they inadvertently unsettled
both religious institutions and the very identities they sought to control. The sec-
ond pertains to the oblique interdependence of collective and individual identities.
Although changes in collective and individual religious identities do not always
align straightforwardly, they do feed back into each other and this discrepant code-
pendency both generates political capital and introduces vulnerabilities during pro-
cesses of state formation and power play. The third is a recognition of nonreligion
as an integral part of the history and practice of conversions in the region. We inte-
grate atheization, secularism, and religious disaffection into our framing of conver-
sion, thereby challenging narratives focusing solely on shifts in faith to reveal the
nexus of politics, power, subjectivity, and collective imagination in a region and
time in which nonreligion played an unprecedented role — and continues to occupy
a central position to this day.

In Central and Eastern Europe, piety was — and remains — political in histori-
cally specific ways throughout the long 20th century. Religious and secular institu-
tions participating in nation- and state-building projects used religion as a defining
mechanism to govern through the instrumentalization and management of a vari-
ety of ethnic, political, and cultural differences (Fejérdi et al. 2018, 445-71; Weir
2023; Ramsak, Mithans, and Rezek 2022). State authorities considered some reli-
gious communities strategic assets while holding others responsible for intereth-
nic tensions and wartime atrocities. The state-driven atheization of society and the
subsequent restriction (to varying degrees) of religion to the private sphere in the
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2 Conversions in Central and Eastern Europe

socialist era was not merely an expression of Marxist ideology but also a continu-
ation of the politicization of the intersection of faith and ethnicity by other means
(Waldenberg 1998, 61-69; Mojzes 1992; Enstedt, Larsson, and Mantsinen 2019).

With the fall of communist regimes, the complex relationship between religious
communities and state structures once again became both historicized and politi-
cized in new ways, as religious institutions positioned themselves as the bearers
of national narratives and identities. Accordingly, their different attitudes toward
conversion as a phenomenon have also gained a new layer of political relevance.
It is, for example, significant that Orthodox Churches do not usually conceptualize
themselves as components of civil society and reject such classifications, instead
primarily defining themselves as autocephalous. Furthermore, seeing themselves
as the agents of national identity, Orthodox Churches often consider religious plu-
ralism a threat to national integrity and challenge the legitimacy of “proselytiza-
tion,” by both historically well-established religious groups and newer religious
movements (Knox 2005). Similar trends in terms of exclusivist perceptions of
the “other” and objections to religious pluralism can be found within “ethnicized
Catholicism” and Muslim communities (Abdullah 2015). Proselytization — as dis-
tinct from conversion — remains a contentious issue, especially in light of increased
migration from Asia and Africa, which has in some post-socialist societies fueled
xenophobia and Islamophobia (Kéri and Sleiman 2017, 283-94).

These developments call for renewed scholarly attention to the historical dynam-
ics between the state and religion, as well as to transnational religious networks in
the region.

At the same time, the practices, symbols, and doctrines of religions or world-
views cannot be reduced to their political dimensions, though these have indu-
bitably shaped the history of Central and Eastern Europe. In fact, their political
potential derives from their capacity to serve as a powerful means of forming sub-
jectivity. As is particularly evident in post-socialist societies since the early 1990s,
when, just as “traditional” religious institutions began to reinforce national identity
over inner “belief” as a determinant of collective confessional belonging (Davie
1994), many religious seekers rejected the essentialist notion that people are born
into a religion, adopting a more individualized and questioning approach to spir-
itual growth instead.

Conversions reveal the often-amorphous boundaries of these shifting relations.
Crossings between identities could act as a bridge (e.g., intermarriage), a cultural
passage, or a political statement of loyalty or dissent (Austin-Bross 2003, 1-14;
Viswanathan 1998). The concept of a “conversion career” (Gooren 2010) expresses
that religious transformations may unfold gradually and/or be experienced as more
of a continuation of one’s former religious (or nonreligious) past (religious habitus)
than a break with it, as can often be observed from converts’ narratives (Shanneik
2011, 503—17; Rambo 1993; Bremmer, Van Bekkum, and Molendijk 2006). Of
course, the depth and characteristics of conversion vary greatly from person to
person, especially when external pressures or practical considerations play a role,
as in cases of forced conversions and conversions of convenience (Barbour 1994;
Davis and Rambo 2005, 159-73). As Lewis R. Rambo put it, conversion is, at
heart, “what a group or person says it is” (Rambo 1993, 7).
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In this volume, we use the term conversion in a deliberately broad and open-ended
fashion to denote a process of change in religious or nonreligious identity, affili-
ation, or conviction. This may involve inner transformation, ritual acts such as
initiation, pragmatic or coerced adaptation, shifts toward nonreligion (atheization
or secular conversion), as well as the departure from religion without necessarily
adopting a new worldview (deconversion). Such changes can be sudden or grad-
ual, voluntary or coerced, individual or collective, and may entail not only rupture
but also continuity, adaptation, or reconnection. Rather than a fixed theological or
typological category, conversion functions here as a heuristic lens for examining
the interplay of individuality and collectivity, conviction and conformity, enthusi-
asm and coercion. While our empirical focus is Central and Eastern Europe, the
framework advanced here extends more broadly, encompassing the full spectrum
of transformations between religion, nonreligion, worldview, and identity.

Connecting the Study of Conversions and Area Studies

Our volume conceptualizes an area of indeterminacy at the intersection between
two dynamically growing fields of research: the study of conversion as a topic in
religious studies and the historical and social-scientific study of religion in Central
and Eastern Europe, with area studies providing a conceptual perimeter. In the
long 20th century, multiethnic and multiconfessional Central and Eastern Europe
experienced the dissolution of multiethnic empires, the contested construction of
nation-states, and the establishment and fall of socialist regimes. The selected case
studies offer a comprehensive showcase of the diversity of the region, contextual-
izing and grounding established traditions and institutions, faith minorities, and
alternative forms of community and spirituality, as well as various experiments in
secularity within a vibrant, competitive religious field. Actors and vectors in this
domain cannot be understood solely by positing bounded, homogeneous religious
entities or groups nor by appealing to deceptively stable dichotomies juxtaposing
religion with the state, institutions with the grassroots, tradition with innovation,
or (post-)Enlightenment with (re-)enchantment. For these categories to be helpful,
they must accommodate the kind of messiness and changeability that this collec-
tion of essays brings into focus.

Recently, religious conversion has been gaining momentum as an interdiscipli-
nary research area within religious studies and neighboring disciplines exploring
religion. However, representations of conversions have remained rather con-
servative, falling mainly into one of two categories. The scholarship has tended
to either address conversion on a primarily theoretical level (Droogers and van
Harskamp 2013; Jindra 2014; Gooren 2010) or offer broader overviews, repre-
senting conversion and change from one religion to another (or to nonreligion)
and downplaying the significance of regional and historical contexts (Rambo and
Farhadian 2014; Bullivant and Ruse 2013; Enstedt, Larsson, and Mantsinen 2019).
Even though such research designs have produced important results, these stud-
ies have largely focused on the transformative aspects of conversion without fully
considering the conceptual ramifications of the ethnic and religious heterogeneity
of Central and Eastern Europe. The historiography of religion in this region has
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showcased narratives of oppression, persecution, and victimhood, often using the
topic of conversion as a tool to illustrate repressive state policies ranging from reli-
gious and ethnic persecution to genocide. While these are issues of wide-ranging
scholarly and societal relevance, the insights of recent research on conversion as
a multidirectional, dynamic process open up a new range of questions that invite
a rethinking of the history of religion in the region and challenge such compart-
mentalization. Thus, on the one hand, religion emerges not merely as a spiritual
or theological phenomenon but as deeply embedded in political power, law, and
conflict; on the other hand, it is shown to shape — not just be shaped by — poli-
tics, serving as a constitutive force in political culture, legitimacy, and authority.
Indeed, it is almost a truism to state that in different parts of Central and Eastern
Europe, imperial statecraft, socialism, and nationalism (including pan-nationalist
variants) have all been invested in the management of religious diversity and same-
ness. Differences that may engender strife were to be attenuated, others could be
accepted, emphasized, and harnessed. Crucially, in imperial statecraft, socialism,
and (pan-)nationalism — partly irrespective of the different instantiations of these
forms — governments have committed themselves to managing the interiority of
subjects. Hence, “pastoral” forms of religious administration have long stood in
tension with “unmanaged” religious formations based on ethical conviction and
personal choice but without ever successfully getting rid of them.

This allows us to conceptualize an exploration of conversion in Central and
Eastern Europe through a set of interrelated conceptual variables, which can be
seen as running through the wealth of cases assembled in this volume.

» Continuity and discontinuity: In terms of religious and cultural change, conver-
sion ambiguously oscillates between these two modes, sometimes combining
elements of both. Depending on the viewpoint, a shift in confessional affiliation,
including through initiation, can be seen as a breach, a fresh start, a revolution-
ary event — even a betrayal — but also as a reconnection with tradition, an organic
development, a nontraumatic process of growth;

» Individuality and collectivity: In terms of the social scope and connotation of
the change, conversion raises ever-challenging questions about personal choice
and agency versus persuasion and regimentation (cf. Jakeli¢ 2010). Religion
combines affiliation and introspection, exemplarity and emulation, public and
private dimensions. While it might be impossible to fully disentangle these
pairs, different phenomenologies of conversion may see them combined in vary-
ing proportions;

* Conviction and conformity: In terms of initiative in the change, different sce-
narios may place more emphasis on self-organization based on zeal, missionary
ardor, and self-sacrifice, on the one hand, or on persuasion, campaigning, social
engineering, even intimidation, and coercion, on the other. The modes of con-
viction and conformity ought not to be seen as mutually exclusive, but may and
frequently do stand in tension with each other;

* Lastly, enthusiasm and adaptation: In terms of how the change is subjectively
understood and lived, some conversion stories are characterized by epiphany,
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inner tumult, and a struggle with temptation, others by pragmatic acceptance of,
and alignment with, a mutating status quo.

Evidently, these conceptual pairs are so tightly interwoven that only by dint of
analytical abstraction can they be considered in isolation from each other. What is
more, they are not dichotomous. Religious life being complex and ambivalent, and
histories of conversion often being contentious, seemingly contradictory principles
frequently coexist side by side, with different degrees of salience mirroring the
ever-partial positionalities of specific sources and interpretive frames.

For all this complexity, however, we do offer these conceptual pairs to our read-
ers as a heuristic lens through which to orient themselves in this indeterminacy.
Applied to the context of Central and Eastern Europe, this heuristic enables the
charting of possible comparative paths across and even within (especially federa-
tive and multireligious) states, regions, and time periods, without losing the sense
of specificity and nuance. Note: we do not take these terms as measuring sticks
or as taxonomic parameters to be used to shoehorn case studies into schematic
“types” of conversions. Such an approach would inevitably lead to analitically
thin conclusions and be detrimental to the richness of the essays collected in this
volume. Instead, just as we invited our contributors to attend to these themes to
the extent that they apply in the context of their studies, we invite our readers to
be mindful of the intertwining of continuity and discontinuity, individuality and
collectivity, conviction and conformity, and pragmatism and adaptation as they
progress through the chapters — both in connection with the dynamics explored in
depth in each contribution and while looking synoptically at the volume as a whole.
By doing so, readers may reach a deeper appreciation of both the variability and
the resonances that characterize the mosaic of Central and Eastern Europe in the
long 20th century.

The volume’s comparative and conceptual structure has been devised to
de-essentialize and de-reify the complex geography and history of the region, with-
out renouncing a defined geographic and historical focus. It brings the region’s
internal variety to the fore while also acknowledging the intimacies and common-
alities that make comparison heuristically and analytically generative. These lega-
cies include the reverberations of the eras of the Habsburg, Ottoman, and Russian
Empires, as well as the German Reich, each of which left a lasting imprint of
religious politics and power structures on Central and Eastern Europe — as did
the socialist experiments of the 20th century and their aftermath. Both imperial
and socialist-federal state structures were intensely invested in managing religious
diversity and its related social imaginaries. While in the late 19th century, (post-)
imperial nation-building projects emerged in a complex and often uneasy relation-
ship to religious identities, the processes of socialist modernization in the interwar
period and after World War II sought to establish an aggressively secularist order.
However, as scholars of the recent “nonreligious turn” (Smolkin 2018; Bubik,
Remmel, and Véaclavik 2020; Quack, Schuh, and Kind 2019; Luehrmann 2015; Lee
2015; Guigo-Patzelt 2025) have shown, the processes of atheization amounted to
more than the mere negation of religion. Postwar socialist regimes were expanding
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their understanding and practice of atheism to combine the repression of religious
institutions with a generative practice aimed at constructing nonreligion as a via-
ble, desirable mode of modern personhood (Mojzes 1992; Borowik, Anci¢, and
Tyrata 2013, 622—-37). With the disintegration of supranational and formally atheist
political regimes, new possibilities have emerged — both for religious expression
and experimentation and for renewed religious strife.

The volume argues that conversion is a valuable heuristic to understand the
political and identity formation processes that accompanied and occasionally drove
these historical transformations. By adopting a broad framing of conversion, the
chapters move beyond the idea of an exclusively individual, spontaneous spiritual
phenomenon modeled after the Pauline and Augustinian understanding of con-
version as an internal religious epiphany, whether sudden or processual (Wolters
2019, 57-72), and beyond the dichotomy of “active” and “passive” conversions
(Zock 2006, 43—44). This book’s case studies shed light on the diverse motives,
forms, and sociopolitical particularities that condition and sometimes hinder any
change(s) in worldview; they illustrate both the pragmatism and/or profound life
alterations that may underlie a shift in religious affiliation and provide insight
into the specificity and contingency of identity formation in times of political and
social transformation. Importantly, the volume establishes atheization as an inte-
gral part of the history of conversion in the region. The overlapping dynamics
of conversion and atheization, secularization and religious revival, accompanied
by demographic and cultural shifts, have redefined and reshaped the boundaries
of religion resulting from interreligious interactions, political disagreements, and
national religious policies.

Central and Eastern Europe thus provides fertile terrain for revealing individu-
alized perceptions of the right to choose one’s religion, coerced conversions, and
the controversies surrounding freedom of religion and freedom from religion, in a
comparative and transnational perspective. The book has a broad geographic focus,
including Yugoslavia and most of its successor states (Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia,
and Bosnia and Herzegovina), the Soviet Union and some of its successor states,
in particular Russia and Ukraine, as well as Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary,
Poland, Bulgaria, and the German Democratic Republic. The chapters showcase
the religious heterogeneity of Central and Eastern Europe by analyzing conver-
sions within and between major and minor confessions and religious denomina-
tions across the region. Collectively, the book chapters canvass various branches of
Orthodoxy, the history of the Catholic Church, Greek Catholicism, the historiog-
raphy of Protestant denominations, Jewish studies, Islam, the Baha’i faith, and the
political history of religion in general. The contributions illuminate the significance
of the points of contact within and the transnational interconnectedness of conver-
sion processes while also demonstrating their variability across Central and Eastern
Europe. Recognizing that (post-)imperial and (post-)socialist religious dynamics
unfolded differently at different times and places, this volume offers its readers
insights into how this diversity influenced, and continues to influence, experiences
of conversion.
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Reframing Conversions: Subject Formation and Power Structures

The terminology of conversion echoes with theological reverberations and ethi-
cal connotations that, albeit many-faceted, pertain to a shared, broad Abrahamic
horizon. The term migrated into English and other western European languages via
the Latin conversio, a translation of the Greek epistrépho, in turn connected with
the Hebrew verb shrub. The three terms share a semantic link to the idea of turning
toward something or someone, shifting/moving from (or to) one station or place to
(or from) another, changing ways, or returning. Typically, this has mostly meant
turning toward a higher spiritual truth, divine revelation, or — naturally — a deity.
Indeed, in the Middle Ages, the term was used to indicate one’s entry into monastic
life: a specifically “institutional” nuance that coexisted with the purely “private”
meaning of an inner change of heart (metanoia). In our collection of essays, we
explore this tension between conversion as an internal personal transformation and
as a public, institutional, political shift. We do so not by positing an opposition
but rather by exploring a gamut of conversional phenomenologies that range from
personal experimentations in conviction and volition to large-scale experiments in
social engineering. The “higher truth” to which converts turn is often confession-
ally connoted but may have nontheistic or atheistic ideological connotations as
well. In this sense, the implementation of atheization campaigns in the context of
20th-century socialist projects can be seen as mass conversion projects toward a
specific post-confessional or non-confessional truth.

What the contributions to this edited volume collectively emphasize is the fact
that the “turn” or “shift” inherent in conversion — if we are to develop the spatial
metaphor upon which this terminology rests — does not occur in a vacuum. To the
contrary, these case studies strongly indicate that the “movement” of conversion
unfolds in a force field generated by power dynamics, collective currents, top-down
pressure, and bottom-up upswells. This argument is not, of course, entirely new.
Both historians (Jacoby 2016) and anthropologists working in various parts of the
world (Van der Veer 1996; Kravel-Tovi 2023, 19-37), including post-socialist Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe (Pelkmans 2009), have highlighted the political life of
conversion, its historicity, and its embeddedness in webs of social relations and
cultural signification. Confessional identity — and changes thereof — has to do with
group affiliation, authority (cuius regio, eius religio), public ritual, spectacle, and
storytelling (Rappaport 1999; Kefeli 2014; Kapal6 and Povedak 2022). Even when
we focus on faith and spiritual “reform” through the minutiae of individual drama,
personal conviction, self-cultivation, and bodily askesis, we are never far from
a public, collectively recognized and validated discursive tradition that aims at
producing certain kinds of religious subjects and does so through specific matrices
of authority, rule-establishing, and rule-following, as well as instituted and institu-
tionalized exemplarity (Asad 1986; Humphrey 1997, 2008, 357-80; Roudometof
2015, 211-27; Rogers 2009; Kormina and Naumescu 2020, 7—11). In short, we
are now fully aware that piety is politics (Mahmood 2006, 323—47; Benussi 2026;
Hann and Goltz 2010).
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We do not intend to impose a single conceptual framework, or theoretical master
narrative, upon this book’s multidisciplinary richness. Yet the reader will certainly
appreciate that its cornucopia of cases unveils conversion as a crucible where the
subjective and the collective, the intimate and the institutional, self-fashioning and
social engineering, come together with astounding vividness. Central and Eastern
Europe provides a remarkably powerful setting to trace this ambivalence of con-
version, being a space where, over the past century, multiple truth projects have
jostled for ascendancy over the region, its inhabitants, their bodies, and their souls.
Each of these projects has sought to “turn” — by nudging or pushing, regimenting or
cajoling — Central and Eastern Europeans toward specific higher verities and rev-
elations. From state-driven mass conversion — including to scientific atheism — to
the gentler interplay of philosophical paths in the “marketplace of religion,” from
the violence of religious nationalism and ethnoreligiosity to the righteous ethical
pursuits of spiritual innovators and seekers, this book will furnish readers with a
greater appreciation and understanding of the politics of epistrépho between the
Adriatic, the Baltic, and the Black Seas.

This approach advances a dynamic understanding of (non)religious agency
and subject formation. Historically, religious communities throughout Central and
Eastern Europe often defined themselves on the basis of national and ethnic prin-
ciples, although with significant geographical differences and divergences between
urban and rural settings. This was true for locally dominant religious communi-
ties as well as for minority religions. Rather than undermining the significance of
established religions, however, our volume offers a nuanced insight into the forces
shaping the religious field by challenging the supposed stability of ethnoreligious
identifications and treating established religions as one of the constituent parts of a
broader contested field.

While regional religious and ethnic particularisms are inextricably intertwined,
their concordance was and remains also deeply unstable. The boundaries of reli-
gions which present themselves and are in turn commonly perceived as fixed have
instead been constantly reshaped, renegotiated, and instrumentalized by political
impositions and in convergence with and divergence from broader socioeconomic
transformations. By examining the contact and interaction between Muslim, Cath-
olic, Orthodox Christian, Protestant, Jewish, and Baha’i communities, as well as
nonreligion, this volume offers a comparative and relational perspective (Daska-
lov and Marinov 2013) on the phenomenon of conversion in Central and Eastern
Europe. The contributions build on recent scholarship on religions in the region
(Leustean 2014; Ramet 2019; Martin and Beliakova 2023; Wanner 2022; Ghod-
see 2009, 227-52; Duranovi¢ 2021; Bringa 1996; Henig 2020; Kosicki 2018),
particularly in the Balkans, and the evolution of confessional minorities under
socialist rule while also expanding the field through original empirical case stud-
ies and theoretical reflections. The individual chapters explore archival sources
from institutional and individual actors, along with ethnographic fieldwork that
highlights the personal experiences behind acts of conversion and reveals how
individual identities and worldviews were shaped and families and communities
transformed.
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It is important to add that this volume seeks to expand conventional frameworks
of interreligious dialogue by revealing the agency of atheists and the nonreligious
(Borowik, Anci¢, and Tyrata 2013, 622—37; Streib 2009). Remaining mindful of the
asymmetrical power relations that framed this dialogue, the chapters of the volume
shed light on a telling incongruence at the heart of the atheist position as a political
project and as a worldview. The authors show that atheism as a constitutive ele-
ment of the ideological bedrock of socialist states was historically contingent and
specific. Political atheism was operationalized in the state repression of religious
institutions and was integrated into the education system to teach citizens of social-
ist countries a conceptual framework and vocabulary for thinking and talking about
religion (Froese 2004, 35-50; Luehrmann 2011). At the same time, the creators and
practitioners of atheist cultural practices operated in relation to their own religious
socialization and within the realities of the religious pluralism that continued to
exist. In this context, religious and nonreligious actors both coveted and feared
conversions (religious and secular), as they exposed the porousness of the borders
separating supposedly eternal truths while also criticizing indifference, which was
sometimes seen as a by-product of deconversion. By foregrounding these instances
of transgression, the volume uses the lens of conversion to reconceptualize the non-
religious position as an integral part of religious pluralism in Central and Eastern
Europe (Madeley 2018, 265-94; Kollner 2020, 119-41; Kormina and Naumescu
2020, 7-11; Bernstein 2014, 7—-11).

Our approach is boldly interdisciplinary yet coherent and focused on its
research agenda. Unlike some earlier excellent collective publications that seek to
capture the complexity of conversion at large by juxtaposing multiple case studies,
while remaining within (and thus reasserting) the methodological and epistemic
boundaries of a given discipline/approach (Buckser and Glazier 2003), this volume
advances the discussion in two ways. First, it brings together a variety of scholars
of different training and backgrounds, who apply complementary tools (history,
ethnography, theological reasoning, etc.) to provide a fuller, richer picture of what
conversion means in a specific geography and in a specific time frame. Second,
each section integrates diachronic and synchronic perspectives, thereby transgress-
ing disciplinary binaries (Van der Veer 1996), and engages questions of global
significance about the transformations of religion in modernity. Particularly in its
focus on the interplay between the political and the religious,' this volume fore-
grounds atheism and situates the turn to nonreligion within the broader religious
field in Central and Eastern Europe.

Structure and Overview of Chapters

The book is organized into four thematic parts, illuminating what we consider
to be core characteristics of religious culture and religious politics in the region.
These are the repeated (often unintended) destabilization of religious institutions
and identities as a by-product of political projects of identity formation, the inter-
dependence of collective and individual identities, and the intricate nexus of poli-
tics, power, subjectivity, and collective imagination. Each of these parts explores
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specific patterns of these dynamics. Part I focuses on individual, conviction-driven
conversions and the ways in which personal spiritual transformations interact
within specific historical and institutional contexts, revealing how internal change
is shaped. Part II turns to state-driven and coercive conversions, emphasizing the
instrumentalization of religion for political ends and the use of conversion as a
survival strategy or means of forced assimilation during moments of acute violence
and systemic repression. Part III centers on collective and conformity-oriented
conversions, usually incited by political or social pressure rather than personal
belief, reflecting efforts to — often strategically — align with national, socioeco-
nomic, or ideological identities during times of political instability or change. Part
IV addresses the role of nonreligion and atheization, analyzing the conscious effort
by socialist regimes to reshape spiritual life through atheization campaigns, the
creation of secular rituals, and ambiguous interactions between religious and politi-
cal institutions. Ultimately, the volume offers not a typology of conversions but a
multi-perspectival framework for understanding how conversion has functioned as
a crucial site of negotiation between self, community, and power across different
historical moments and regimes.

Part I “Conversion, Conviction, and Faith” showcases personal and spiritual
transformations, and while closest to the Augustinian definition of conversion as
internal religious change, the contributions demonstrate how profoundly such
conversions are shaped by and respond to distinct chronological, political, reli-
gious, and cultural contexts, as well as social strata. Jared N. Warren analyzes
the dual religious conversions of the French theologian Lev Gillet in the 1920s,
tracing his transition from Roman Catholicism to Ukrainian Greek Catholicism,
influenced by the metropolitan Andrey Sheptytskyi, and subsequently to Rus-
sian Orthodoxy through émigré communities in France, reflecting his evolving
perception of the notions of Christian universality. Nadezhda Beliakova and Vera
Kliueva show that under Soviet atheism — which promoted and at times enforced
deconversion — conscious, personal conversions to and within Evangelical com-
munities persisted as a countertrend. They revealed a distinct pattern of reconver-
sion, particularly from Baptism to Pentecostalism, as an unintended consequence
of Soviet religious policy. Milan TomaSevi¢ and Zorica Kuburi¢ contrast two
different institutional responses to religious nonconformity within the Serbian
Orthodox Church, rooted in the ambivalence and ideological instrumentalization
of the concept of conversion. While the interwar God Worshippers’ Movement
was framed as a legitimate spiritual renewal, New Religious Movements and
alternative religious groups in the 1990s and 2000s were perceived as delusional
and a social threat. Marko Gali¢ and Aleksandra Djuri¢ Milovanovi¢ analyze a
distinctive case of Bahd’i conversions in post-socialist Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Drawing on qualitative interviews, the chapter demonstrates that conversion
involves gradual identity integration, informed by intellectual inquiry, spiritual
continuity, and social networks. Henri Gooren’s conversion career model effec-
tively captures the complexity and evolving nature of these conversion narra-
tives. Together, these chapters demonstrate how conviction-driven conversions
unfold across diverse settings, revealing the interplay between individual agency,
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institutional responses, and broader ideological forces in shaping religious
transformation.

Part II “Conversion, Coercion, and Protection” moves on to state-driven forced
conversions, showcasing the instrumentalization of religious identity and how
states, aligned with dominant religions, enforced conversions to and within Chris-
tianity to generate and solidify national loyalties, while individuals at times used
conversion as a means of protection. Stefanos Katsikas demonstrates that religious
conversion between “Muslims” and “Christians” in the modern Balkans was a
politically and socially charged process shaped by war, shifting power dynamics,
and rising nationalism. Involving both internal transformation and external adapta-
tion, conversion often redefined national identity, with “apostasy” carrying seri-
ous political and diplomatic consequences. Martyna Gradzka-Rejak shows how
Jewish conversions to Christianity in the wartime Krakéw District served primar-
ily as a survival tactic. Her analysis of the Metropolitan Curia petitions reveals a
surge in baptisms among Jews peaking in 1941. Women’s conversion experiences
and instances of Jews hiding by passing as Poles highlight the intricate interplay
of identity, coercion, and resilience inherent in conversion. Milosav Z. Pokovi¢
reveals how the Holy See was promptly informed by Church officials and Vatican
diplomats of the forced conversions of Orthodox Serbs in the Independent State of
Croatia. Yet the Vatican failed to address the coercive nature of Orthodox conver-
sions, instruct bishops to verify their voluntariness, or advise a postponement of
acceptance. Beyond wartime, Anca Sincan shows how the Romanian communist
regime, with the support of the Romanian Orthodox Church, forcibly united Greek
Catholics with Orthodoxy in 1948. In the 1960s, the state’s intervention exposed
the Orthodox Church’s mismanagement and the survival of the Greek Catholic
underground. The full integration beyond nominal conversions occurred only as
new generations were raised within Orthodoxy. These cases highlight how states
and religious institutions have shaped, and often contested, the very definition and
practice of conversion.

Part III “Conversion, Power, and Unrest” demonstrates the significance of col-
lective, social conversions incited by broader political and social movements.
These cases reveal sites of sociopolitical contestation shaped by identitarian ambi-
guities, shifting power relations, and economic factors, where identity, politics, and
faith remain deeply intertwined. Klaus Buchenau argues that conversions between
Greek Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Communism in Transcarpathia, Czechoslo-
vakia, were often motivated more by frustration and material insecurity than by
deep personal conviction. Orthodox missionaries from Serbia and Russia framed
this movement as a return to an “authentic” Slavic identity and faith, while Czech
officials viewed it as a revolt of the rural poor against the established elites. Gasper
Mithans demonstrates how in the Slovenian part of interwar Yugoslavia, conver-
sions from Catholicism to German Evangelicalism and Serbian Orthodoxy were
also largely driven by social factors, including aspirations of (supra)national con-
solidation and/or expressions of anti-Catholic sentiment. The mobilization endeav-
ors of both minority religions and rising nationalism were therefore frequently
perceived as threats to religious and national cohesion. Branko Sekuli¢ and Matteo



12 Conversions in Central and Eastern Europe

Benussi analyze forms of conversion in post-Yugoslav and post-Soviet contexts
that give rise to a certain type of religious subject prone to identifying their litur-
gical community with the nation-state. By fostering a dialogue between theology
and anthropology, they test the applicability of the concept of ethnoreligiosity,
highlighting the implications of political religions for global security. These cases
reveal how religious conversions were deeply embedded in broader social and
political dynamics throughout the long 20th century.

Lastly, Part IV “Conversion, Communism, and Atheization” showcases the
interplay between (religious) conversion, atheization, and political ideologies,
revealing how socialist regimes reevaluated spiritual life, which in turn reflected
broader ideological shifts and transformations in personal conviction. Johannes
Gleixner shows how the Bolsheviks in interwar Russia struggled to conceptualize
religious indifference as a precursor to full atheism, which they ultimately imag-
ined as a form of secular conversion. Drawing on autobiographical texts and sur-
veys, he reveals the decision of the anti-religious movement to construct a binary
choice of being either a believer or an atheist as the foundation of Soviet atheism.
Despite recognizing their circular reasoning, activists nonetheless remained caught
in it. Julian Sandhagen reveals how the Vatican’s engagement with Yugoslav multi-
confessional Partisans as part of the Allied forces in Southern Italy in 1945 exposed
deep tensions. While the Partisans requested spiritual care, the Roman Curia strug-
gled to balance pastoral needs with ideological opposition. Internal disputes and
fears of losing the faithful to materialism led to a cautious solution of permitting
spiritual support without formal recognition. Eva Guigo-Patzelt shows how scien-
tific atheists in East Germany closely followed and theorized the sharp decline in
religious affiliation from 94% in 1946 to 28% in 1990. Over time, the aggressive
rhetoric softened to promote “positive” aspects of atheism yet remained blind to
new forms of religiosity. After 1989, the careers of the scientific atheists ended
abruptly; some reconverted to Christianity, while others remained active in free-
thought circles. In the concluding chapter, Heléna Toéth traces the development of
socialist funeral culture in Hungary from the 1960s, focusing on the state’s initia-
tive to create a secular funeral culture within the broader framework of the “strug-
gle against the worldview.” By highlighting the role of experts who translated the
ideology into ritual practice, she interrogates the part played by Catholic (non-)
converts in the creation of nonreligious rituals.

Conclusion

In its selection of diverse case studies from different historical periods and geo-
graphic regions, this volume takes an ambitious approach to interdisciplinar-
ity, taking into account new research perspectives and providing a platform for
scholars from the fields of history, anthropology, theology, sociology, and politi-
cal science. We advance that the integration of archival research, fieldwork, oral
history, sociological surveys, social analysis, and theological reflection offers a
promising model for future research on conversion — one that is as attentive to
the nuances of personal experience as it is to the broader sociopolitical forces that
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shape those experiences. Drawing on these insights, we rearticulate conversion as
a phenomenon that emerges as a deeply ambivalent practice, an act that reverber-
ates through the social fabric and even intra-, inter-, and transnational relations.
Accordingly, while the volume elucidates how states, religious communities, and
individuals — from both the top down and the bottom up — have shaped and often
contested the meaning of proselytizing and undergoing conversion, along with
related identifications, it also fosters scholarly interaction, encouraging researchers
to share, compare, reexamine, and even converge their usually distinct (discipli-
nary) approaches and conceptions of the subject.

In the contemporary globalized and often fragmented world, the insights from
these studies are particularly resonant. The volume shows that conversion remains
a site of contestation and creativity, where the contours of identity and community
across diverse cultural landscapes are shaped and reshaped, including the dynamics
between faith and nonreligion: not only in Central and Eastern Europe but in all
societies grappling with the epochal shifts that we call “modernity.”

In mapping the diverse trajectories of conversion, this volume contributes to
a deeper understanding of religious and nonreligious change, particularly but not
exclusively through the perspective of the “nonreligious turn.” It reframes con-
version not as an isolated instance of transformation but as a complex process
that encapsulates the interplay of conviction, coercion, identity, and power, provid-
ing a rich analytical framework for understanding one of the most enduring and
contested phenomena. By situating conversion within the entangled histories of
nationalism, socialism, atheization, and religious pluralism in Central and Eastern
Europe, this volume highlights the region’s importance as a laboratory for rethink-
ing conversion globally. Here, conversion has long been a matter not only of faith
but also of ideology, survival, and cultural negotiation — dynamics that resonate far
beyond Europe, where similar patterns of coercion, adaptation, and identity negoti-
ation are visible. Thus, while rooted in the specific histories of Central and Eastern
Europe, the chapters assembled in this volume contribute to a global reframing of
conversion studies, demonstrating that the category must encompass religious and
nonreligious transformations alike.

Note

1 See Pelkman’s concept of conversion and “anti-conversion” (2009) as well as Marzouki
and Roy (2013) with a focus on a different geographic area.
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