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 A martyr factory? Roman Catholic 
crusade, Protestant missions and 
anti-communist propaganda against 
Soviet anti-religious policies, 1929-37

Stéphanie Roulin

Recent historiography has revealed the signifi cant impact of religion 
on cold war politics, whether in terms of propaganda, private diplo-
macy, the foreign policy of the USA or more generally in 

international relations.1 Religious issues were no less signifi cant during 
the inter-war era, during which period longstanding opposition to secu-
larism and worries about the anti-religious persecutions in the USSR 
became linked, and declared sides of the same, ominous coin. Th is era 
can be seen as a turning point in the history of clashes over religion, 
which now reached levels that recalled the culture war (‘Kulturkampf’) of 
the nineteenth century – but also involved unparalleled violence and 
unprecedented transnational scope. 

Th is essay paints a panorama of the various European responses to the 
brutal Soviet policy against religion, and the evolution of militant atheism 
in Europe, from the onset of the collectivisation of agriculture in the 
USSR in 1929 until the encyclical letter Divini Redemptoris (1937), in 
which Pope Pius XI condemned communism as ‘intrinsically wrong’. 
After 1917, western opposition to Soviet religious policy developed 
according to diff erent modalities, which ranged from genuine relief and 
charity actions to anti-communist and anti-socialist lobbying by groups 
seeking domestic political advantages. Eff orts were undertaken to build a 
united front against communism, most prominently by the Entente inter-
nationale anticommuniste (EIA) and the related conservative groups on 
which this article focuses.2 Founded in 1924 in Geneva, the EIA can aptly 
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in the 1930s, especially in Switzerland where the Pro Deo reunions took 
place, along with the strength of anti-communism, pulled off  the feat.8 
And it was indeed all-encompassing, as the word martyr came to embrace 
not only victims of anti-religious policy, but victims of the 1933 famine 
and – according to EIA and Pro Deo – victims of the Soviet system in 
general. 

Pro Deo selected martyrs to defend – excluding Catholics and 
Protestants under Nazi rule, as well as German Jews – and failed to 
achieve its goals because of denominational jealousy, political narrowness 
and nationalist interests. Th e longer sequel nevertheless shows that this 
failure did not in the least taint the currency of the idea of the martyr, 
which eventually took on a second life during the Cold War and beyond. 
We shall later return to the continuing life of this ‘martyr factory’ after 
the fall of communism: it still persists today in Christian churches and 
defence movements, though in a context where the persecutors are no 
longer the same, and the reference to the ‘East’ has shifted.

Bolshevik anti-religious agitation and policies

Before and during 1917, religion was barely addressed in the Bolsheviks’ 
message.9 Th e struggle against religion and superstition became a priority 
only after the October revolution. As soon as the Bolsheviks took power, 
they entered into confl ict with the Orthodox Church, the dominant 
religion in most Russian areas of the empire. Th e revolutionary govern-
ment started a process of violent persecution, aiming at the annihilation 
of the institution that had been the loyal servant of the tsarist regime. 
However, recent studies on church-state relationships and on anti-reli-
gious policy in the USSR have pointed out that neither the Bolshevik 
party nor the church and its believers could be considered as a monolith.10 
Such studies have identifi ed three main phases of persecution before the 
great shift of 1941 ushered in by wartime patriotism, but insisted that no 
unifi ed position on atheism or religion ever existed, even among the 
Bolshevik leadership.11 

Th e fi rst of these phases was that of the civil war era, between the 23 
January 1918 decree on separation of church and state and the end of 
1920. Th e party central committee led a bloody attack against the 

be described as the fi rst transnational, explicitly anti-communist organisa-
tion.3 Its members called for an all-Christian crusade for the martyrs, and 
in repeated exhortations sought to induce feelings of guilt towards them, 
following the example of the EIA president Th eodore Aubert: 

Th e worshippers and the cult servants [in Russia] are ferreted out, 
imprisoned, slaughtered because of their faith. Th eir martyrdom 
came at last to the knowledge of the believers of the other countries 
… It is a new crusade which begins against the persecutors of Faith. 
Th is crusade is necessary in order to relieve the conscience of those 
who do not accept to be, because of their silence, accomplices of the 
Bolshevist executioners.4 

Aiming to attract public attention to the persecutions and to call for a 
reaction of all believers to defend Christian civilisation, EIA agitation 
found a wider audience only after the Holy See had publicly denounced 
Soviet godlessness in early February 1930. Despite sincere concerns for 
the fate of persecuted Christians within the Soviet empire, the EIA’s 
leadership and most of its European members had no intention of devel-
oping charitable actions to help them, but instead drummed out their 
martyrdom for propaganda purposes. Th ey denounced the ‘hand of 
Moscow’ as being behind every action of secularist Europeans, including 
anti-clerical acts of violence in civil war Spain; and even saw Moscow as 
being behind the persecutions of the ‘Cristeros’ by the radical laicist 
regime – unrelated to communism – of president Plutarco Elías Calles in 
remote Mexico.5 

Th rough a 1933 creation, the international, multidenominational Pro 
Deo commission (1933-9), the EIA leadership asked Protestant, Catholic 
and Orthodox Christians to meet together on a regular basis.6 Th at this 
improbable invitation was taken up is due partly to the strength of anti-
communism within conservative groups, and partly to the eff ectiveness 
of the all-encompassing reference to the martyr, leading back to the fi rst 
Christians in the Roman Empire, and a time when Christianity was not 
yet divided. Th at it would be truly all-encompassing was, again, not to 
be taken for granted, given that Protestant tradition rejected sainthood 
and martyrology.7 But improvements in the Protestant-Catholic dialogue 
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church holidays a year, of which around fi fty were days off  before the 
revolution, the church was synonymous with leisure.17 Its rites provided 
the rhythm of social life. According to the Moscow civil status registry, 
57.8 per cent of births and 66.7 per cent of deaths were still marked by 
a religious ritual in 1928. Th e rate in the countryside, meanwhile, was 
over 95 per cent.18 Opportunities provided by Soviet legislation and 
diff erences within the state apparatus allowed local clergy and parish-
ioners to oppose anti-religious policies, through strategies ranging from 
passivity and feigned incompetence to violence and terrorism against the 
militant atheists.19 Later, refusal and circumvention gave way to accom-
modation, a behaviour that did not necessarily implied submission. Even 
after the hardening of 1928-9, believers were able to use the Soviet laws 
to their advantage, for example by using the right to petition and gath-
ering funds to reopen the churches.20

Th e third phase started in 1929, when the League undertook a more 
aggressive bent, symbolised by the changing of its name to League of the 
Militant Godless, and decided on the fi nal assault against all religions. 
Restrictive laws on ‘religious associations’ were enacted in the spring of 
1929. Th ese prohibited manifestations of religious faith in public, as well 
as church propaganda, marking a clear departure from the 1924 consti-
tution, which had allowed both religious and anti-religious propaganda. 
Children had to be preserved from any religious infl uence at school and 
at home, and were encouraged to despise their parents’ beliefs. In the 
autumn of 1929, the closure of places of worship and the persecution of 
the clergy was generally the fi rst step in the forced collectivisation 
campaigns in the countryside. Having fallen victim to growing discrimi-
nation throughout the 1920s, priests now suff ered even more brutal 
treatment: imprisonment, deportation and even execution. Th e other 
Christian denominations, Muslims and religious Jews, who had been 
granted a relative tolerance until 1928, were also subjected to persecu-
tions.21 In 1929 and 1930, clergy and lay Baptists, Lutherans and Roman 
Catholics were accused of spying on behalf of foreign countries, of 
terrorism and counter-revolutionary behaviour, and of private trade in 
religious objects, all of which crimes could lead to several years imprison-
ment.22 Th is intensifi cation of the persecutions did not pass unnoticed 
abroad, yet the reactions were not immediate, even in well-informed 

Orthodox clergy and laity for their real or alleged sympathies with the 
Whites, and for their resistance to the enforcement of the nationalisation 
of church property. Highly publicised measures included breaking into 
places of worship, opening up sacred relics to expose them as fraudulent 
and confi scating ecclesiastical goods.12

During the second phase of persecutions, between 1921 and 1928, 
the party created multiple state agencies in charge of the political and 
scientifi c ‘enlightenment’, a phrase that implied both the promotion of 
atheism and the aim of eradicating illiteracy.13 But it remained unde-
cided whether the new, class-free society that was wished for was to be 
non-religious or anti-religious. Inner-party struggle, political oppor-
tunism and ‘dialectical’ fl exibility did not help clarify this important 
nuance, and, until 1928, advocates of a gentle and pragmatic atheist 
activism prevailed over those in favour of a rapid repression of religion. 
A ‘renovationist’, pro-communist schism from the mainstream church 
was temporarily encouraged and instrumentalised by the regime 
between 1922 and 1927. Th is ‘Living Church’ caused important contro-
versies within ecclesiastical ranks, and had a greater impact than was 
previously acknowledged in earlier historiography. Even so, it was 
unable to gain any substantial popular support.14 Meanwhile, anti-reli-
gious strategies did the atheist cause more harm than good.15 Agitation 
was left to amateurs at the local level, and was far too provocative and 
simplistic to be eff ective. Th e debates with religious personalities organ-
ised by atheist leaders such as Anatoly Lunacharsky often turned out to 
the disadvantage of the atheists. After a fi rst acknowledgement of 
failure, anti-religious propaganda was intensifi ed in 1925 with the crea-
tion by Emelian Yaroslavsky of the League of the Godless. Th is was 
responsible for anti-religious agit-prop, especially in rural areas where 
religious observance was stronger than in urban zones. With the 
Bezbozhnik (Godless) journal it produced and its assistance from the 
Komsomol (the youth organisation), the League was perceived abroad 
as the incarnation of a devilish regime. 

Th e movement was nevertheless a failure, as Yaroslavsky was forced to 
recognise: only some ten million persons, out of a population of over 130 
million, had left the church in the USSR by the end of the 1920s.16 
Orthodoxy was deeply embedded in Russian culture. With 150 to 200 
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insensitivity, of public opinion. Th e EIA’s lack of professionalism and 
imagination also put it at a disadvantage: the two major newspapers of 
French-speaking Switzerland, the Journal de Genève and Gazette de 
Lausanne, soon tired of the overly long and repetitive communiqués that 
it sent them almost daily.24 

Even as anti-religious measures in the USSR were gathering steam, 
one important actor, the Vatican, had yet to voice a protest. Th e Holy See 
had closely watched the progress of the communist regime since 1917 
and had welcomed the proclamation of the separation of church and 
state, as this fi nally put an end to the overwhelming dominance of the 
Orthodox Church and allowed hopes of the unfettered development of 
Catholicism, and the possible return to Rome of the Orthodoxy.25 
Roman Catholics represented a substantial minority of the Soviet popu-
lation, with over fi fteen million ethnically heterogeneous believers, 
mainly Poles, Lithuanians and Germans who followed the Latin rite, and 
a minority of Russians and Ukrainians who followed the oriental rite.26 
Th ough much debated, the promotion of the oriental rite had many 
supporters in the Vatican, as it was seen as a concrete means of contrib-
uting to the conversion of Russia.27 Th roughout the 1920s, the Vatican 
had vainly sought a concordat with the Soviet Union, and it had created 
important institutions under Jesuit leadership – the Oriental Pontifi cal 
Institute, the Pro Russia commission and the Collegium Russicum – that 
were dedicated to the study of Russia. Hopeful of a possible conversion 
of Russia, and fearful of reprisals against the country’s Catholics, Pius XI 
had been wary of openly criticising the regime. Probably because of this 
context of competition between Roman Catholicism and Russian 
Orthodoxy, the Vatican did not at fi rst perceive the fate of the Orthodox 
Church as genuine martyrdom.28 What pushed the Vatican to break its 
silence was the distressing news it received from the end of 1929 from 
Father Pie Neveu, the apostolic administrator in Russia, in particular 
with regard to the arrest of numerous Catholic prelates.29 On 2 February 
1930, the pope protested against these persecutions in a letter to the 
cardinal vicar of Rome, Basilio Pompili, which was published in the 
Osservatore Romano, the offi  cial journal of the Vatican. 

Th is initiative was echoed throughout the Catholic press in Europe, 
and served to prod not only Catholics but also other churches into 

institutions such as the Vatican, which had a vested interest in the reli-
gious future of Russia.

Phases and forms of protest abroad

Because anti-religious policies mainly focused on the Orthodox Church 
during the 1920s, they aroused only isolated reactions from religious and 
political circles in Europe. Only in 1929, after the regime had declared 
war against all religions within the USSR, did protests increase. Th e fi rst 
West European mobilisation against these religious persecutions was 
undertaken by Anglicans – members of a church with virtually no adher-
ents in the Soviet Union. A Christian Protest Committee (CPC) was 
founded in London at the end of 1929 by the Reverend Alfred William 
Gough (1862-1931), who also was a member of a fascist group, the 
National Citizens’ Union.23 But the CPC was more a reaction against the 
restoration of diplomatic relations with the Soviets than an eff ort to 
relieve Russian Christians: the Conservative government  of Stanley 
Baldwin had broken off  relations with the USSR after the Arcos Raid of 
May 1927, but with the election of a Labour government under Ramsay 
MacDonald diplomatic relations had been resumed in October 1929. 
However, despite its attempts to attract public attention around the 
issue, the CPC failed to secure the support of the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, who was mistrustful of this movement, anchored as it was 
in the radical right. 

Th is initiative was duly relayed to the continent through the media-
tion of the EIA. With its affi  liated groups and correspondents throughout 
Europe, the organisation systematically scrutinised Soviet newspapers 
and periodicals, from which it translated extracts and summaries for its 
Bulletins d’informations. But the EIA strove in vain to extend the CPC’s 
initiative through protests in France and Switzerland. Th ere were three 
protest meetings in Paris and in Alsace, but they were given the cold 
shoulder by the press and Catholic leaders alike – the meetings in France 
being the progeny of a strange coalition between elements of Protestant 
and emigré Russian Orthodox hue. In Switzerland the campaign stum-
bled against the fact that the country had no diplomatic relations with 
the USSR, and was also hindered also by the incredulity, and perhaps 
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Mennonites of German origin who had been installed in the region of the 
Volga and Ukraine since the end of the eighteenth century. Th e fi rst was 
composed of ‘Eastern’ (Ostforschung) specialists grouped around the maga-
zine Osteuropa run by Otto Hoetzsch in Breslau, and the second was a 
project of the Protestant Inner Mission, the Eckart publishing house in 
Berlin. Th ese organisations from Latvia and Germany gathered the earliest 
fi rst-hand accounts of the terrible persecutions taking place and were a 
particularly dependable and appreciated source of information for the EIA.

Famine and persecutions 

Th ough unrelated to the atheist policy of the regime, the tragic episode 
of the great Ukrainian famine of 1932-3 relaunched the theme of reli-
gious persecutions.35 It tarnished the image of the USSR and interfered 
with Moscow’s eff orts to stabilise its diplomatic relations. Articles in the 
western press denounced the famine, as did Protestant, Catholic and 
inter-confessional protests in support of the starving, thereby updating 
the religious thematic that had somewhat faded from memory since the 
media coverage of 1930. Th e association together of these two phenomena, 
famine and religious persecutions, allowed propaganda agencies like the 
EIA to draw attention to fl aws in the Soviet regime – though without a 
great deal of practical success, for in November 1933 the USA offi  cially 
recognised the USSR. Following this important step, the USSR was 
subject to a further outcry, but this failed to prevent the fi nal act in the 
normalisation of its diplomatic situation in September 1934: its admis-
sion to a permanent seat on the council of the League of Nations. 

Unlike Schabert’s eff orts, Protestant aid to the hungry from the 
German organisations was more or less limited to ‘settlers’ and did not 
escape appropriation for political ends. A German born in Saratov and 
active in the Mennonite cause, Adolf Ehrt (1902-75) was in charge of the 
information section of the German Evangelical Press Service in Berlin, 
and organiser of the Brüder in Not (Brothers in Distress) action group. 
He collaborated with the German consul in Kiev, Andor Hencke, who 
despite the lukewarm response of the German foreign ministry, tried to 
provide material aid, accorded fi rst and foremost to German immi-
grants.36 In 1933, the work of Brüder in Not was publicised in two 

action. In a striking example of this turnaround, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury received the unanimous support of the Episcopal Assembly 
for the protest motion he proposed on the 12 February 1930. In an 
extensive dossier from 19 April 1930, the francophone bi-monthly La 
Documentation catholique had provided an account of the scope of this 
European movement, which had contributed to a relative respite in the 
persecutions: Stalin was concerned about the international image of the 
regime, as well as about internal peasant unrest. In his famous article 
‘Dizzy with success’, which appeared in Pravda on 2 March 1930, he 
criticised the excesses of collectivisation and was ironic about some 
particularly unpopular anti-religious measures. Th e respite was neverthe-
less only temporary and the persecution continued.30 

Th e shaping of public opinion was only one aspect of the work of west 
European anti-Bolshevik activists. Another was the organisation of 
charitable relief actions, though these were dependent on Soviet govern-
ment approval, and after Moscow had put an end to the papal relief 
mission for victims of famine and civil war in Russia in 1924, such 
actions appeared to be the prerogative of Protestants.31 One might fi rst 
of all mention in this connection the Riga-based Baltische Russlandarbeit 
(Action for Baltic Russia), founded by the German-Latvian pastor Oskar 
Schabert in 1922.32 As well as a periodical, the Russische evangelische 
Pressedienst (Russian Evangelical Press Service), this organisation distrib-
uted brochures on mainly Protestant martyrs, and reproduced the letters 
it received in great numbers.33 Prior to the revolution, there had been 
fewer than fi ve million Protestants in the Russian empire, and by 1929, 
according to the press service, there remained only some eighty Protestant 
pastors, and these were threatened with the same fate that had already 
befallen four of their imprisoned colleagues.34 Based as it was on his 
intimate respect for Orthodoxy and on a personal experience of the 
world of Russian prisons – he had been exiled to Siberia in 1915-17 and 
imprisoned by the Bolsheviks in 1919 – Schabert’s action was intended 
not only to denounce, but also to propose concrete aid on a politically 
and confessionally neutral basis. Th e proximity of Riga to the Soviet 
border also facilitated the collection of information and sending of assis-
tance in the form of money and parcels. 

Another charity action was carried out by two support groups for the 
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support on religious grounds. It was to this end that it had created the 
‘Pro Deo’ commission as an ostensibly independent inter-denomina-
tional organisation. In his memoirs, Georges Lodygensky claimed the 
initiative had been born of the protests of 1929 and the development of 
anti-religious propaganda in the west.40 Th e chronology speaks against 
such a genesis, however, as Pro Deo was founded in October 1933, 
almost four years after the protests, and at a time when the free-thought 
movement at an international level had started to decline irrevocably. Pro 
Deo appeared to be as much a reaction to the victory of the socialists in 
Swiss cantonal elections as an attempt to prevent the diplomatic advances 
of the USSR. In the eyes of the EIA leaders there was a threat that 
Geneva, having now become ‘red’, would be transformed into a hub for 
international communism should the USSR be admitted to the League 
of Nations.

Pro Deo relied on the networks of the Entente to promote a united 
Christian front against communism. In this Protestants and Catholics, 
clergy and laity, played a roughly equal role; members of the Orthodox 
church a distinctly lesser one. Th e regular members were not mainstream 
representatives of their denominations, but were drawn from the most 
radical fringes, and were advocates of a paternalistic vision of society 
ruled by values of order and authority. Th e Catholics, even those few 
Jesuits and Dominicans who attended some Pro Deo conferences, were 
not entitled to speak in the name of the hierarchy, as laid down in the 
encyclical letter of 1928, Mortalium animos. Lodygensky, the commis-
sion’s mainspring, was a follower of the Karlovtsy Synod, a fraction of the 
divided Orthodoxy in exile, and named after the Yugoslavian town from 
which it was led. Indeed, the Russian émigrés had just experienced two 
successive religious shocks: fi rst the rupture in 1927 between the 
Karlovtsians and the patriarchal church, which was represented in Paris 
by Metropolitan Euloge and constituted the majority in western Europe; 
and secondly the rupture in 1931 between Euloge and the Moscow patri-
arch locum tenens Sergei.41 Members of the Synodal Church were 
essentially ex-offi  cers and soldiers of the White army who had emigrated 
to the Balkans, and this fraction was known for its monarchist, anti-
semitic and anti-Catholic tendencies, Lodygensky being an exception in 
this last respect alone. 

brochures produced through the Eckart publishing house.37 However, 
the action was politically compromised. Adolf Ehrt had in fact been a 
member of the Nazi party since 1931 and was president of the 
Antikomintern, a propaganda organisation fi nanced by the Nazi regime 
that would not hesitate to make instrumental use of the witness accounts 
of the ‘repatriated’ from the Volga and Ukraine. 

Th e activities of Brüder in Not were banned in the USSR in the 
autumn of 1934, while Schabert’s mission continued from Riga. Th e 
success of the Baltische Russlandarbeit was nevertheless aff ected, and a 
number of clergy were arrested on the grounds of receiving packets from 
abroad. Th e Holy See for its part decided against any offi  cial relief 
mission, anticipating a brutal rebuff  from the Soviet government and 
possible negative consequences for Catholics in Russia.38 Th e pope 
ordered that any off er of help be directed instead to Cardinal Innitzer, 
who had in the middle of 1933 created an inter-confessional aid 
committee for starving Ukrainians in Austria. Th e committee’s brochure 
Hungersnot. Authentische Dokumente über das Massensterben in der 
Sowjetunion, published in 1934, was one of the fi rst of its type, and was 
based on the documents and testimonies of survivors, journalists, and 
diplomats. Its chief spokesperson Ewald Ammende, a German-Baltic 
Lutheran, was a genuine expert on the Ukraine, and founder and leader 
of two unimpeachable organisations: Hilfaktion für Petersburg (Aid 
Action for Petersburg, created in Riga in 1920) and Th e Congress of 
European Nationalities, an organ of the League of Nations which since 
1925 had refl ected upon the fate of minorities in Europe. In 1935 
Ammende also published his Muss Russland hungern? Menschen- und 
Völkerschicksale in der Sowjetunion, based on the photographs of an 
Austrian engineer who had worked in Russia until 1933. Such creden-
tials, however, counted for little. Despite its balanced and rigorously 
documented work, Innitzer’s committee was immediately discredited by 
the Moscow press as an anti-Soviet enterprise.39 

The Pro Deo commission and its exhibition on the Godless 

Th e EIA, which is rightly characterised as anti-Soviet and had never 
considered charity as an option, was aware of the diffi  culty of winning 
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in Germany and Austria. In 1934, anti-religion moved to the back-
ground of the Soviet regime’s foreign policy in favour of a rapprochement 
with the western democracies. In the USSR, the number of believers had 
not sunk as the regime had hoped: the results of the offi  cial 1937 census 
were so disappointing, especially under the chapter of religion, that they 
were suppressed. Indeed senior state employees and political leaders 
responsible for the census were fi red or even executed, and another 
census was ordered for January 1939, from which all questions on 
religion were carefully removed.44

Catholic eff orts assumed almost exclusively the written form and 
mobilised the Jesuits in particular, under the lead of the Superior General 
of the Society of Jesus in Rome, Father Wlodimir Ledóchowski. Th is 
Polish priest of Austrian citizenship was a fervent anti-communist, and 
he assigned the society’s priests to the struggle in each country. At the 
beginning of 1936, the eff orts of his informal camarilla, which was not 
representative of all Jesuits, resulted in the publication of an indigestible 
‘Catholic Summa against the Godless’ (Essai d’une Somme catholique 
contre les sans-Dieu). Meanwhile, in March 1936, the pope ordered a 
confi dential ‘crusade of prayer’ for Christians persecuted in the USSR 
and … for the conversion of Russia.

A competition for an anti-Bolshevik novel, launched by the Catholic 
Institute in Paris at the (secret) instigation of Pius XI in 1932, was 
intended to promote a more digestible literature that might leave its 
mark on the general public.45 Th ough richly endowed, however, the 
competition was sluggish: writers of repute refrained from entering, and 
the numerous manuscripts that reached the jury from around the world 
were of very poor quality. Th e announcement of the results had to be put 
back, and it was not until 1936 that they were fi nally made public. Th e 
winning novel, Die Fabrik der neuen Menschen (Th e New Men Factory), 
depicts a system where depravity and cruelty towards believers are gener-
alised. Th e plot takes place in a GPU work commune – the factory of the 
title – and tells the unsettling, almost sadistic, love story of a pious young 
woman (Tania) and a brutal, godless Tovaritch (Vladimirov), who 
becomes a believer at the end of the novel. Th e message is that the 
martyrdom of Tania was worth going through, as it ended up with 
Vladimirov’s conversion. Th e author, Alia Rachmanova, was a Russian 

Pro Deo off ered the persecuted purely symbolic aid via press 
campaigns, boisterous speeches and letters to the League of Nations. Its 
fi rst initiative was a travelling exhibition against ‘the Godless’. From 
January 1934 to May 1935, this covered nineteen towns and cities in 
Switzerland. Relying on the process of confl ation already described, its 
depiction of the starving in text and image merged with that of those 
persecuted for their faith. However, Pro Deo did not make the mistake 
– common at the time – of presenting photographs of the famine of 
1921-2 to get around the lack of such images from 1933; rather, it repro-
duced rare photographs from Brüder in Not, some of which had been 
taken clandestinely by the wife of the German consul in Kiev.42 If the 
catalogue sounds like a bestseller (65,000 copies) and the organisers 
claimed an astronomic number of visitors (over 82,000), the actual statis-
tics for the exhibition were rather less impressive. Th e recipe – banners 
and reproductions pinned up in haste on makeshift boards, or even on 
the wallpaper of an apartment rented out for the occasion; a defensive 
tone; and a curious combination of religious, economic and political 
arguments – not only failed to produce the desired results; it also gave 
rise to polemics that damaged the image of Pro Deo. Th us the socialists 
in Geneva and the French Revue du christianisme social criticised the 
commission for its use of religious pretexts, while the staging of the exhi-
bition in France, Britain, Yugoslavia and Ireland was to prove an even less 
resounding success. 

The continuous campaign of the Catholic Church 

Little by little, the accent shifted from the martyrs to their executioners. 
EIA and Pro Deo members activated the thematic of the Godless at 
opportune moments, while the Catholic Church, for its part, led a 
continuous campaign against communism and atheism until 1937.43 
Launched by the pope in 1932, this campaign followed its own course, 
without adapting its strategy in any way in order to take account of either 
previous results or developments within atheist circles. As already noted, 
the ‘Godless’ movement was in fact progressively losing intensity by this 
time, especially outside of the USSR. In 1932 and 1933, fatal blows were 
delivered to the communist and then the socialist wings of free-thought 
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anonymous wandering beggar priests and devastated places of worship. 
Here some striking continuities may be observed in the period after the 
Second World War, when persecutions against religion resumed, and 
expanded to the new communist countries in diff erent shades of grey. 
Firstly, the Vatican continued as a major player and valued ally, though 
steadfastly following its own path, which it refused to subordinate to 
others’ conceptions – be they Truman’s or Reagan’s.49 In spite of this, 
however, and with strong American support, after 1947 the propaganda 
for the ‘Free World’, and in favour of the underground dissidence of the 
major Christian churches behind the Iron Curtain – referred to as the 
‘Church of silence’ – appears to have been more successful than previous 
eff orts. Secondly, the persisting religious reference to martyrs was no less 
signifi cant than it had been in the inter-war era.50 Denunciation and 
charitable initiatives blossomed between the 1950s and the 1970s 
(inviting further investigation). Most of the martyrs of the Church of 
silence were, for obvious reasons, anonymous, but there were some 
Catholic hero martyrs, such as the ‘cardinals in captivity’, József 
Mindszenty in Hungary, Stefan Wyszyński in Poland, and Alojzije 
Stepinac in Yugoslavia.51

After 1989, some lamented the ‘eclipsing’ of the Christian martyrs, 
and the fading of their signifi cance in the memory.52 Th is trend was 
stronger at the heart of Catholicism, the propensity for celebrating 
martyrs appears to have been reinforced by the imperatives of the ‘duty 
of remembrance’ and the struggle against forgetting. In contemplation of 
the jubilee in 2000, Pope John Paul II launched a ‘quest of remembrance 
for the Christians that fell in the 20th Century’.53 Without denying the 
specifi cities of the Shoah – that other story of martyrdom of unprece-
dented dimensions and nature – recent Catholic historiography has 
reclaimed the status of the ‘Church of Martyrs’ for the Catholic church 
of the past century, and tried to give voice to the ‘witnesses to the faith’. 
In what Annette Wieviorka has referred to as the ‘era of the witness’ that 
we have entered, everyone claims their place – especially since the Cold 
War, and some of the regimes that survived it, produced and continue to 
produce their own share of persecuted Christians.54 Th e Vatican’s ‘New 
Martyrs’ Commission documented more than twelve thousand life 
stories in two years of active collecting. Pope John Paul II was doubtless 

emigrée who had converted to Catholicism. Th is highly revealing choice 
exacerbated the discontent among Orthodox emigrés, who were already 
incensed by a competition that seemed to deny any value in their own 
abundant literary production on the subject. One might also add that, in 
the light of the growing importance of the cinema, such a competition 
for edifying novels was arguably looking to the past rather than the 
future.

With the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, Christian anti-commu-
nists did not miss the opportunity it aff orded to once more seize on the 
thematic of religious persecutions. But the confl ict served to cause some 
cracks to open up in the Catholic world, especially among French 
Catholic intellectuals, who at one time had been so homogenous in 
respect of ‘Godless’ regimes.46 

On 19 March 1937, the publication of Divini Redemptoris marked the 
climax in a growing denunciation of Soviet atheism by the pope.47 Th e 
encyclical that had been published fi ve days previously, Mit brennender 
Sorge – which dealt with the treatment that the Th ird Reich reserved for 
the German Catholic Church – could not compete with its anti-commu-
nist sibling, whose distribution was much larger, tone much sharper, and 
verdict more defi nitive.48 Th is imbalance was also refl ected in the posi-
tions of the anti-communist organisations. Under diverse pretexts and 
justifi cations, Pro Deo and the majority of its correspondents refused to 
denounce the serious religious problems in Germany. A major reason for 
this was the German section affi  liated to Pro Deo that in reality was a 
cover for the Nazi Antikomintern offi  ce, with which the EIA and Pro Deo 
had been collaborating, and from which Lodygensky drew monthly 
subsidies. With its silence regarding Nazi persecutions, Pro Deo implictly 
disavowed the political neutrality it had once proclaimed. Unsurprisingly, 
the commission did not judge it necessary to protest against the persecu-
tion of the Jews. 

A new martyr factory? 

Th e prevailing martyr fi gure in the 1930s denunciations was a dolorifi c 
one, in which sacrifi ce for the sake of faith was praised as a virtue. Anti-
communist propaganda took up this trend, circulating photographs of 
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branch was fi rst launched as a blog linked to the ‘catholic portal of rein-
formation’ Riposte catholique (Catholic reprisal), and was spurred by the 
debate on equal marriage rights that has been raging in that country. 
Both these defence groups tend to present all French (or Italian) 
Christians as potential martyrs. 

Th ere are other examples of hotbeds threatening to ignite, in partic-
ular against Islam. Th ese call for the vigilance of the historian community, 
and for advances in inter-religious dialogue, in order to counter attempts 
to instrumentalise martyrs in unresolved confl icts of remembrance, and 
the spectre of a new culture war. 

Th e account presented here draws on the author’s doctoral research, subse-
quently published as Stéphanie Roulin, Un credo anticommuniste. L a 
commission Pro Deo de l’Entente internationale anticommuniste ou la 
dimension religieuse d’un combat politique (1924-1945), Lausanne: 
Antipodes, 2010. She is greatly indebted to Todd Weir for his inspiring 
suggestions, especially on the interpretation of the culture war as a wider 
historical phenomenon, which he develops in ongoing research. She would 
also like to express her gratitude to Dianne Kirby for her invaluable commen-
taries. Of course, the author is responsible for all defi ciencies of the text.
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