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The present study contains an analysis of 
the data gathered in a complex research 
project, ini  ated by the Soros Founda-
 on-Moldova and carried out from August 

to October 2016. The research employed 
a mixed methods design, having both a 
quan  ta  ve dimension (na  onal survey 
representa  ve at a na  onal level) and a 
qualita  ve one (in-depth interviews and 
focus groups). The data were collected by 
the CBS-AXA Company; while an interna-
 onal team of researchers - Ovidiu Voicu, 

Jennifer Cash and Victoria Cojocariu - de-
veloped the research instruments (inter-
view and focus groups guides and ques-
 onnaires). The aforemen  oned research 

team was also in charge of the data anal-
ysis. All the opinions and views expressed 
in this report belong to the research team 
and do not necessarily refl ect the posi  on 
of the Soros Founda  on-Moldova or of 
CBS-AXA.

The main goal of this research was to ana-
lyze the Church – State rela  onship in the 
Republic of Moldova from a social point 
of view. To this end we measured the 
popula  on’s opinions and percep  ons 
through surveys and focus groups, and 
opinion leaders and percep  ons through 
in-depth individual interviews. The struc-
ture of the report is as follows: a  er we 
present the methodology, we discuss in a 
separate sec  on each of the instruments 
employed during the research.

Introduction1
The fi rst of these sec  ons inves  gates 
the survey data and explores the conclu-
sions that could be drawn from these. In 
order to off er a be  er understanding of 
the context, we analyzed religious behav-
ior and proposed a religiosity taxonomy 
in the Republic of Moldova. Upon this we 
built an indicator refl ec  ng the frequen-
cy of individual – church interac  ons and 
the types of religiosity. Regarding the 
context, we have also tried to iden  fy the 
dominant values in Moldovan society, fo-
cusing on tolerance levels and on social 
conserva  sm and building the relevant 
indicators for them. These aspects al-
lowed us to delve into the main research 
subject, i.e. the State – Church rela  on. 
From a legal standpoint there is a clear 
demarca  on between Church and State; 
therefore, the main mechanisms of infl u-
ence are in poli  cs and public policies. 
Thus, we have analyzed to what extent 
some key public policies could bear the 
infl uence of religious elements and we 
have discussed the poten  al success of a 
religious – conserva  ve agenda. The last 
part of the sec  on discusses some trans-
versal topics specifi c to the contemporary 
Republic of Moldova, such as migra  on, 
the geopoli  cal context and women’s role 
in society. 

The second sec  on of the report analyzes 
the opinions and percep  ons of several 
communi  es’ opinion leaders, drawing 
from the data gathered in individual in-
terviews. This part of the research took 
place in 8 locali  es. In each of these we 
conducted interviews with represen-
ta  ves of the local authori  es (usually 
mayors), religious leaders for denomina-
 ons with at least 50 adherents (usually 

the priests) and with school authori  es 
(usually the principal), for a total of 33 
interviews. Some of the topics discussed 
in these interviews touched upon issues 
such as: human rights, discrimina  on and 
intolerance, the Church-State rela  on, 
the religion-educa  on connec  on, as 
well as possible interna  onal develop-
ment models for Moldova. Religious free-
dom can some  mes confl ict with other 
fundamental rights. Given this, we chose 
to analyze the percep  on of these rights, 
the poten  al confl icts between them, as 
well as exis  ng solu  ons. The sec  on is 
structured around each of the ins  tu  ons 
 ed with the three main categories of re-

spondents: City Hall, School and Church. 
For each of these ins  tu  ons, we present 
the main tendencies highlighted by our 
data. At the end of the sec  on we pres-
ent several similari  es that have been 
iden  fi ed among the three categories of 
opinion makers.
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The third sec  on analyzes the data gath-
ered from the 8 focus groups we orga-
nized. Seven of these were organized with 
par  cipants selected on the basis of their 
religious affi  lia  on (3 groups of Orthodox 
Chris  ans, 3 groups of mixed Chris  an 
religious minori  es, 1 group of Muslims) 
and the eighth focus group was organized 
according to an age criterion (we selected 
young individuals, from 18-30 years old). 
The analysis follows a similar structure to 
that used for organizing the focus groups, 
analyzing together several focus groups 
according to the religious affi  lia  on of the 
respondents that took part in them. The 
focus groups examined similar topics to 
the ones covered during the interviews 
with the opinion makers, presented in 
the second sec  on. The focus groups also 
provided a good opportunity to address 
several topics which could not be fully 
covered in the survey.

The last sec  on of the report is a brief 
synthesis of the conclusions that could be 
drawn from the three analyses made on 
each of the instruments employed. Thus, 
we intend to clarify things in light of the 
main objec  ve of the research: ascertain-
ing the Church-State rela  on in a social 
context. The fi rst subject analyzed con-
sists of the problem of human rights and 
their defense or limita  on in a social con-
text marked by conserva  sm and intol-
erance. We focus especially on religious 
freedom, one of the recurrent themes in 
the previous sec  ons and one of the main 
topics of interest for the research. Then, 
we discuss the two sides of the State-
Church rela  on: Church versus State (and 
their compe   on to be the source of le-
gi  mate authority), respec  vely Church 
and State (and the struggle of the church-
es to increase their infl uence and obtain 
more privileges in Moldovan society). We 
show towards the end of the sec  on that, 
at least for the moment, the ci  zens draw 
a line in regard to how the Church exerts 
its infl uence in society – namely, they do 
not agree with the Church becoming di-
rectly involved in poli  cs.



CHURCH AND STATE IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA 8

Methodology2
The report analyzes the data collected in 
a complex research project, which con-
tained both a quan  ta  ve component 
(survey) and a qualita  ve one (semi-struc-
tured interviews and focus groups). The 
data for both components were collected 
by the CBS-AXA Company. The data anal-
ysis and interpreta  on were provided by 
the research team (Ovidiu Voicu, Jennifer 
Cash and Victoria Cojocariu). The CBS-AXA
Company has neither been involved in 
the data analysis nor does it uphold the 
views of the authors of this report. 

The Quan  ta  ve Component

 Scope of study: the current popula  on 
in the Republic of Moldova aged 15 and 
above, with the excep  on of the region 
from the east of the Nistru River;

 Sample size: 2090 interviews;
 Data collec  on  meframe: 8th of Au-

gust – 21st of September 2016;
 Interviewing technique: computer-as-

sisted personal interviewing (CAPI);
 Sampling strategy:

 - The research employed a stra  fi ed 
mul  -stage probability sampling 
technique;

 - The stra  fi ca  on was based on the 
distribu  on of the popula  on aged 
15 and above of the Republic of Mol-
dova in territorial units, according to 
the data provided by the Na  onal 

Bureau of Sta  s  cs (which were last 
updated on the 1st of January 2016). 

 - Stra  fi ca  on criteria: 13 geographi-
cal units (based on the former coun-
 es), place of residence, locality size 

(2 types of urban locali  es and 3 
types of rural locali  es);

 - The selec  on of locali  es and sub-
jects was probabilis  c;

 - The addresses of the interviewees 
were determined through the ran-
dom route sampling technique;

 - There were 183 locali  es studied, 
including Chișinău and Bălți. There 
also were 432 sampling points, with 
a limit of interviews per sampling 
point of 5. 

 The standardized ques  onnaire was 
designed by the research team (in Ro-
manian) and updated based on the 
pilot study conducted by the compa-
ny. A Russian version of the ques  on-
naire was provided by CBS-AXA. All 
the respondents were presented with 
the op  on of being interviewed in the 
language of their choice. The ques  on-
naire was mul  -thema  c and included 
the following subjects:
 - Religiosity and religious prac  ce, re-

ligiosity and involvement in religious 
ac  vi  es;

 - Percep  ons and a   tudes towards 
minority groups, including religious 
minori  es;

 - Percep  ons of leaders and ins  tu-
 ons, including religious leaders and 

ins  tu  ons;
 - Percep  ons and a   tudes towards 

human rights, including their poten-
 al clash with religious beliefs;

 - Values held by the respondents.

The Qualita  ve Component

The qualita  ve dimension of the re-
search consisted of 33 semi-structured 
in-depth interviews and 8 focus groups. 
In total, 103 individuals were interviewed 
(with special a  en  on to opinion mak-
ers, church adherents, representa  ves of 
diff erent religious denomina  ons in the 
Republic of Moldova). The research team 
prepared the interview guides and the fo-
cus groups’ ques  ons.

In-depth Interviews

These were conducted with opinion lead-
ers in 8 locali  es (5 rural locali  es and 3 
districts' centers from 3 districts). The lo-
cali  es were selected in the fi rst stage of 
the sampling process for the quan  ta  ve 
component presented above. The stra  -
fi ca  on criteria used were: geographical 
region and locality size, with some consid-
era  on to balance the loca  ons according 
to their levels of ethnic and religious di-
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versity. Each locality diff ers from the oth-
ers by at least one of these criteria.

Three categories of respondents were 
iden  fi ed in each of the 8 locali  es:

 “City hall”: the mayor, the deputy may-
or the general secretary in this order, 
depending on their availability;

 “Church”: the representa  ves of all de-
nomina  ons with at least 50 adherents. 
Usually, the representa  ve was the 
priest. If the priest was not available, 
other representa  ves were selected, 
such as the vicar;

 “School”: the representa  ve of the 
high school geographically closest to 
the school. If the locality did not have 
a high school, the local primary school 
was selected. The representa  ves se-
lected for the interviews were usually 
the Principals, and, if not available, the 
Deputy Head Teacher.

Based on these aspects, in each locality 
there were carried out:

  1 interview with a representa  ve of the 
City Hall;

 1 or more interviews with the repre-
senta  ves of the Church, depending on 
how many denomina  ons were in the 
locality. In the bigger locali  es a mini-
mum of two interviews with represan-
ta  ves of minori  es were conducted.

 1 interview with a representa  ve of the 
School. 

33 interviews were conducted | TABLE 1 |. 
The following table provides more details 
on these interviews:

TABLE 1. NUMBER OF INTERVIEWS

Type 
of respondents

Number of 
interviews

1 Church 17
1. Orthodox 7
2. Other 
denominations

10

2 School 8
3 City Hall 8

Total 33

The interviews were conducted in the pe-
riod August-September 2016.

Focus Groups

This method was applied on the general 
popula  on. The focus groups were car-
ried out in Chișinău, with the excep  on 
of “2FG”, which was conducted in a rural 
area a  er several trials of organizing it in 
Chișinău have failed. The focus groups 
organized in Chișinău brought together 
individuals from several locali  es. The 
regional distribu  on criterion and the 
municipality criterion were taken into ac-
count. 

The par  cipants were selected through 
the snowball sampling technique, with 
the study subjects and fi eld operators 
recrui  ng other individuals from their 
corresponding social networks. The se-
lec  on process accounted for a previous-
ly established theore  cal sample, which 
intended to recruit par  cipants based on 
several criteria: religious affi  lia  on, sex, 
age, and rural/urban residence. The par-
 cipants had not previously par  cipated 

in another focus group. The focus groups 
that united religious minori  es were or-
ganized with the help of religious lead-
ers and other church representa  ves. By 
gathering respondents from several local-
i  es we a  empted to increase religious 
homogeneity and community heteroge-
neity. Furthermore, by mixing individuals 

with li  le or no connec  on with one an-
other we aimed at maximizing anonymity 
and thus we set the stage for a more open 
discussion among the par  cipants. On 
the whole, Jehovah’s Witnesses refused 
to par  cipate in the focus groups.

We designed specifi c interview guides for 
each of the interviewed categories. The 
focus groups took place between Sep-
tember and October 2016. The following 
focus groups were conducted | TABLE 2 |:

TABLE 2. NUMBER OF FOCUS GROUP PARTICIPANTS

Categories of respondents Number of 
respondents

Date

1FG Religious minorities from mainly Orthodox localities 12 17.09.2016
2FG Religious minorities from localities with religious diversity 6 13.10.2016
3FG Religious minorities (Chișinău and Bălți municipalities) 9 18.09.2016
4FG Orthodox from mainly Orthodox localities 9 18.09.2016
5FG Orthodox from localities with religious diversity 9 24.09.2016
6FG Orthodox (Chișinău and Bălți municipalities) 8 24.09.2016
7FG Muslisms (women)* 3 09.10.2016

Muslims (men)* 3 14.10.2016
8FG Young people (18-30 years old) (all religious affi liations) 11 25.09.2016

Total 70

* Due to the special condi  ons encountered in the fi eld, the focus groups from 7FG had a limited number 
of par  cipants (each was conducted with 3 par  cipants). 
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I. Introduc  on

One can analyze the rela  on between 
State and Church according to several di-
mensions. The conven  onal approach is 
ins  tu  onal, but organiza  onal and leg-
isla  ve analyses are also commonplace. 
In this report we study percep  ons and 
public opinion, resor  ng to an analysis of 
the data collected in a survey applied to a 
na  onally representa  ve sample. 

We consider that an approach based on 
people’s points of view is both necessary 
and useful. The State and Church have 
something in common: both types of in-
s  tu  on constantly interact with individ-
uals. Beyond the bureaucra  c apparatus, 
both of these ins  tu  ons are legi  mate 
insofar as people accept the precepts of 
a social contract or those associated with 
a certain faith. It is not surprising that the 
way churches infl uence state poli  cs is 
o  en based on public opinion. The pres-
ent analysis seeks to provide some means 
for decryp  ng the mechanisms of this 
process. 

Survey data provide some key insights. 
We begin by describing several aspects 
pertaining to religious behavior and by 
pu   ng forward a taxonomy of religiosi-
ty in the Republic of Moldova. This is an 
important element in defi ning the context 
of research. Star  ng from the iden  fi ed 
religious prac  ces, we build an indicator 

Citizens’ 
Opinions and 
Perceptions

that accounts for how frequently individ-
uals interact with the Church and for the 
aforemen  oned taxonomy of religiosity. 

A second sec  on elaborates dominant 
values in society. Values are the assem-
blies of faiths and principles employed by 
people in morally evalua  ng the world. 
We are par  cularly interested in social 
conserva  sm and (in)tolerance. High lev-
els of conserva  sm and intolerance are 
usually correlated with numerous instanc-
es of discriminatory acts; moreover, they 
could impact the elabora  on and imple-
menta  on of public policies by the State 
(if the thesis of Church infl uence holds).

A third sec  on concerns the main topic of 
the research: the rela  on between State 
and Church. Although these two ins  tu-
 ons are legally separated in the Republic 

of Moldova, there are some mechanisms 
through which the Church can exert its 
infl uence on the State. We will analyze 
whether and to what extent some key 
public policies have been infl uenced by 
the Church, and we will discuss the po-
ten  al success of a Close-up spaces for  
“conserva  ve-religious agenda”. 

The last sec  on of the report analyzes 
some comprehensive themes which are 
endemic to the contemporary Republic 
of Moldova. The fi rst of these is how high 
levels of emigra  on have infl uenced val-
ues. A high percentage of Moldova’s po-

pula  on lives abroad, a feature that might 
be expected to have le   its mark on the 
values prevalent in the Moldovan society. 
The second topic is that of the geopoli  -
cal context. We men  on the fact that the 
Republic of Moldova is a border country 
between two spheres of infl uence and we 
discuss the consequences of this situa-
 on. A third theme concerns how women 

are perceived in this country.

II. Beliefs and Religious 
Behaviors

Analyzing religiosity and religious behav-
iors per se is of secondary concern for this 
study. However, these could infl uence to 
a high degree the way ci  zens perceive 
the Church, the State and the rela  on be-
tween these two ins  tu  ons. According-
ly, we have analyzed the responses to a 
series of ques  ons regarding religion and 
religious prac  ces to build a taxonomy 
of religiosity, as well as an indicator that 
measures the frequency and intensity of 
ci  zens’ interac  ons with the Church. In 
the end we will analyze to what extent 
religious leaders can infl uence public 
opinion. 

3
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Self-reported Religious Affi  lia  on

An important ques  on of this survey con-
cerned the religious affi  lia  on of respon-
dents. The importance of this ques  on 
is inherent to the main research prob-
lem. Since this was a sensi  ve ques  on, 
it is possible that the data might not 
accurately refl ect the empirical reality, 
neither in the survey, nor in the offi  cial 
census. With this caveat in mind, we will 
now proceed to the presenta  on of the 
collected data. Most of the respondents 
(93%) iden  fi ed as Chris  an Orthodox. 
86% of these represented themselves as 
adherents of the Moldovan Metropolitan 
Church, while 7% were adherents of the 
Bessarabian Metropolitan Church. 2% of 
the respondents were adherents to Prot-
estant or Neo-Protestant denomina  ons; 
although some  mes there were no  ce-
able diff erences between the number of 
adherents, we pooled these believers in a 
single category due to the small number 
of cases. Almost 1% of the respondents 
were atheists or agnos  cs, and less than 
1% Catholics, Jews or Muslims. 3% of the 
respondents refused to declare a religious 
affi  lia  on. We should underline that the 
responses are not an indicator regarding 
the religiosity of a person, but simply the 
formal adherence to a certain religious 
denomina  on. Throughout this chapter 
we will delve into the par  culari  es of re-
ligiosity, focusing on the intensity of reli-
gious prac  ces and other related aspects 
| TABLE 3 |. 

Given these sta  s  cs, we will discuss the 
whole sample in the following analysis, 
no  ng from the outset that it is dominat-
ed by followers of the Orthodox Church. 
Accordingly, for the sake of simplicity we 
use “church” to refer to all organized re-
ligious groups and ins  tu  ons. We men-
 on when we come across percep  ons 

or behaviors of specifi c denomina  ons 
that are at odds with those of the sample 
taken as a whole. Taking into account the 
survey’s margin of error, the inferences 
regarding small groups (including the 
group of Protestants and Neo-Protes-
tants) should be taken with a grain of salt.

Religiosity

The Importance of Believing in God

As in most other neighboring countries, 
believing in God is a defi ning character-
is  c of the Moldovan society: 94% of the 
persons asked responded affi  rma  vely 

TABLE 3. SELF-REPORTED RELIGIOUS ADHERENCE  

Self-reported religious adherence Percentage
Orthodox – Moldovan Metropolitan Church 85,7%
Orthodox – Bessarabian Metropolitan Church 6,8%
Protestant or Neo-protestant 2,3%
Atheist, agnostics or no religious adherence 1,3%
Other reported religious adherence 0,7%
Unreported religious adherence 3,2%

CHART 1. HOW IMPORTANT IS GOD IN YOUR LIFE? [%]

CHART 2. WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS COMES CLOSEST TO YOUR VIEW? [%]

2

1

1

1

2

1

2

1

5

3

4

4

7

10

12

15

15

13

51

51

2008
May

2016
August

not at all very important

difference to 100% is from non-responses

37

51

4

8

There is God 

There is a spirit or a force of life

I don’t think that God, a spirit
or a force of life exists

NA

to this ques  on. Only 1% of the respon-
dents denied the existence of God (the 
non-responses cons  tute the diff erence 
up to 100%) | CHART 1 |. Another relevant 
indicator is the importance they give to 
their rela  on with God. Most of the re-
spondents argued that God is very im-
portant or important in their lives. On a 
scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means “not at all 
important” and 10 “very important”, 79% 
of the par  cipants chose values from the 
8-10 range when asked how important 
was God in their lives. At the same  me, 
the type of rela  on and even the concep-
tualiza  on of God diff ered from believer 
to believer. How respondents conceive 
God does not necessarily overlap with 

Church teachings. Thus, most of the re-
spondents (51%) preferred the statement 
“there is a spirit or life force” to the classi-
cal teaching “there is a God that became 
incarnate” (37%). However, among the 
followers of the Bessarabian Metropoli-
tan Church, 55% of the people agree with 
the la  er statement. It is important to 
emphasize these par  culari  es to show 
that faith in God is not always a refl ec  on 
of religious dogma or tenets, irrespec  ve 
of the respondents’ religious affi  lia  on 
| CHART 2 |. 
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Religiosity can involve either a direct or a 
mediated rela  on with divinity. Usually, 
the mediated rela  on involves a religious 
organiza  on. In order to discuss religiosi-
ty as a direct rela  on, a useful indicator is 
how o  en the person prays. In most reli-
gions, praying is the most frequent and 
direct way of addressing divinity. In our 
survey, over 90% of the respondents re-
sort to praying: 45% do so daily, and 45% 
only under excep  onal circumstances (for 
instance, when they are in trouble or en-
counter a certain problem that seems in-
surmountable without divine help). The 
percentage of those who pray frequently 
is much higher in the group of Protestants 
and Neo-Protestants (86%). Some expla-
na  ons for this are that those denomina-
 ons are organized more closely around 

the religious leaders and that most of 
the believers are converts (who ac  vely 
sought belonging in a religious organiza-
 on) | CHART 3 |.

Some  mes, churches might be unable to 
cater to their believers’ religious needs. 
However, in Moldova 61% of the individ-
uals consider that the church responds 
to their needs to a large (18%) or very 
large extent (43%). Only 27% think that 
churches respond to a li  le extent to their 
needs, while 8% consider that churches 
are only a li  le responding to their reli-
gious needs (8%). Once again, Protestants 
and Neo-Protestants consider signifi cantly 
more that their religious needs are sa  sfi ed 
by the religious organiza  ons (75%). Sim-
ilarly to the data regarding praying, there 
are no sta  s  cally signifi cant diff erences 
between the two groups of Chris  an Or-
thodox respondents | CHART 4 |.

Self-reported Religious Iden  fi ca  on

In contrast to externalized behaviors, 
faith is an internalized aspect of religios-
ity. Someone’s self-descrip  on as being 
religious represents an essen  al indica-
tor in defi ning religiosity | CHART 5 |. 60% 
of the respondents said that they were 
faithful, whereas 38% said that they were 
not faithful persons. 2% claimed that they 
were atheists.1 Besides simply recording 

1 As already men  oned, 1.3% of the respondents 
iden  fi ed themselves as atheists or agnos  cs 
when asked about religious affi  lia  on. Diff erent 
responses may be given to the ques  ons when a 
respondent dis  nguishes an “inherited” religious 
affi  lia  on  from his own religious prac  ces. The 
ques  on referring to someone's religious affi  lia-
 on includes an important religious prac  ce com-

ponent. And this can determine diff erent answers.

CHART 3. DO YOU PRAY? [%]

CHART 4. TO WHAT EXTENT DOES YOUR CHURCH RESPOND TO YOUR FAITH NEEDS ? [%]

CHART 5. WHETHER OR NOT YOU ATTEND CHURCH, WOULD YOU SAY THAT YOU ARE... [%]
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these results, we have to men  on the fact 
that the percentage of those who iden  fy 
themselves as religious persons has de-
creased between 20082 and 2016, from 
83% to 60%. It is not the objec  ve of this 
analysis to explain this change, but it is 
useful to men  on it nonetheless. 

Types of Religiosity

We use three of the variables previously 
analyzed in order to build a typology of 
religiosity, based on the model of reli-
gious profi les that has been employed in 
the wider literature.3 We use the follow-
ing variables:

 self-reported religiosity: whether the 
respondent declares that he/she is a 
religious person/believer (60% of the 
sample, according to the answers re-
ceived at the ques  on in the survey) or 
not;

 individual prac  ces measured through 
the use of daily prayer; whether the 
respondent says that he/she prays fre-
quently (45%) or not;

 church-mediated prac  ces: frequency 
of a  ending church; whether the re-
spondent a  ends the church at least 1 
 me/month (33%) or not (this indicator 

is presented in-depth later).

On the basis of these three variables, the 
following typology of religiosity results 
| TABLE 4 |.

Elements of Religious Prac  ce: 
Interac  ons with the Church

According to most respondents, religion is 
very important for them (32%) or import-
ant (50%). Much smaller are the percent-
ages for those who consider religion to be 
of li  le importance (15%) or of very li  le 
importance (3%). These results are cor-
related with the ones obtained from the 
ques  ons about how important God is 
for the respondent. Thus, we can assume 
that most respondents regard divinity 

2 We take for comparison the European Values 
Study (EVS) from 2008. This research employed 
a similar methodology for collec  ng data and a 
similar design. We will make several references to 
this study, which can be accessed at: h  p://zacat.
gesis.org/webview/index.jsp?object=http://
zacat.gesis.org/obj/fStudy/ZA4793 
3 Balakireva, O., Sereda, I., Religion and Civil Soci-
ety in Ukraine & Russia, in de Hart, Joep, Dekker, 
Paul, Halman, Loek (Eds.) Religion and Civil Soci-
ety in Europe (2013).

TABLE 4. TYPES OF RELIGIOSITY

Religiosity Description Share of the 
population

Diffuse Non-religious persons: they neither identify themselves as 
religious nor do they practice religious acts 

27%

Declared They identify themselves as religious, but lack regular practice. 24%
Individual Frequent usage of prayers, but without frequent church 

attendance, or regular (individual/collective) practice without 
identifi cation as religious persons

32%

Traditional Self-identifi cation as religious and regular practice (either 
collective or individual) 

18%

and religion as closely intertwined. How-
ever, such responses do not tell us about 
the direct rela  onship that respondents 
have with the church; this informa  on is 
needed in order to get a be  er picture of 
the poten  al ins  tu  onal infl uence that 
Churches exert. To this end we included 
in the ques  onnaire ques  ons pertaining 
to the frequency of church a  endance, 
the fi nancial contribu  ons given to the 
church; the adop  on of some religious 
behaviors; the acceptance of Churches’ 
infl uence in poli  cal and social life. The 
last aspect men  oned will be analyzed in 
depth in the subsequent sec  ons.

Frequency of Church A  endance 

A  ending religious services can o  en 
represent an opportunity for socializa  on 
rather than for spiritual upli  ing. This is 
especially valid for some big events, such 
as weddings, funerals or bap  sms, when 
the religious service is acquired because 
“this is how it must be”. The classic indi-
cator for determining the frequency of 
church a  endance thus must exclude 
such events as in ques  ons like: “With 
the excep  on of weddings, funerals and 
bap  sms, how o  en have you a  ended 
church lately?” | CHART 6 |.

CHART 6. WITH THE EXCEPTION OF WEDDINGS, FUNERALS AND BAPTISMS, HOW OFTEN 
HAVE YOU ATTENDED CHURCH LATELY? [%]
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Only a low number of respondents (11%) 
a  end church regularly (at least once per 
week). 17% a  end church services ap-
proximately once per month, while most 
of them (39%) only go to church on im-
portant holy days. 20% reported that they 
go only once a year to chuch, while 8% 
never visit places of worship (that is, with 
the excep  on of weddings, bap  sms or 
funerals). Comparing the situa  on with 
the data collected in the EVS, we no  ced 
no sta  s  cally signifi cant changes regard-
ing church a  endance (all the diff erences 
are within the added margins of errors for 
the two surveys). 

The profi le of the believer who does at-
tend church regularly is the following: 
she is more likely to be a woman, to live 
in a rural area and to be older. Educa  on 
and income have no sta  s  cally signifi -
cant eff ect. Among the religious groups, 
Protestants and Neo-Protestants a  end 
religious services more o  en than the 
adherents of the other denomina  ons: at 
least 57% reported that they go to church 
at least once a week.

CHART 7. PECUNIARY CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE CHURCH [%]

CHART 8. HOW OFTEN... [%]
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Pecuniary Contribu  ons to the Church

Out of all the respondents, irrespec  ve 
of the frequency with which they at-
tend religious services, 30% stated that 
they usually contribute fi nancially to the 
church they a  end. This was yet anoth-
er ques  on that excluded events such 
as weddings, bap  sms or funerals. 49% 
of the respondents said that they do not 
make dona  ons to the church. The re-
maining 21% either did not answer the 
ques  on or were not among those who 
a  ended church | CHART 7 |. Those who 
a  end religious services more frequently 
tend to give money to the church (42% 
of those who frequent a place of worship 
weekly), but so do those who go very 
rarely to the chuch (41% of those who 
only go once a year). We can assume that 
the former are paying for the services 

they consume4. Even those who do not 
a  end church may respond to a social 
pressure to give something to the church. 
Among the confessional goups, the most 
predisposed to off er fi nancial contribu-
 ons to the church are those who belong 

to the Bessarabian Metropolitan Church 
(40%).

All of those who responded affi  rma  vely 
to the ques  on whether they gave money 
to the church were asked to es  mate the 
sums they donate monthly. The average 
answer was 51 lei.5 The answers, howev-
er, range from 3 lei to 1.000 lei. However, 
the large sums, that surpass several hun-
dreds lei, are given only by a small per-
centage of the respondents. The most 
frequent sums are 50, 20, 10, 30 and 100 
lei. We can es  mate that the regular con-
tribu  ons of those who interact moder-
ately with the Church do not surpass 100 
lei. This sum is given by individuals living 
in urban areas and with higher incomes, 
while the contribu  ons are much small-
er for those living in rural areas and with 
lower incomes. Once again, Protestants 
and Neo-Protestants donate on average 
more than the other groups. 

Rituals and Rites

A third dimension of religious behavior 
consists of the way people relate to re-
ligious rites and rituals. These are not 
necessarily those that follow the tenets 
of the offi  cial church, but can be mixtures 
of religious precepts and folk tradi  ons. 
Taking into account the structure of the 
popula  on (according to the offi  cial data), 
we tried to see how the respondents re-
lated to several rituals of the Chris  an 
denomina  ons | CHART 8 |:

 Not working on holy days (on Sundays, 
for instance) is a current prac  ce re-
spected by a majority of the respon-
dents. 38% of them said that they nev-
er work on holy days, while 28% o  en 
do not work on feast days;

 Confession in the advent of major reli-
gious celebra  ons is a much less prev-
alent prac  ce: only 22% of the respon-
dents always confess their sins, 21% 

4 We did not dis  nguish between  thes, dona-
 ons, purchases (of candles, etc.), or taxes for 

services (special prayers, weddings/funerals/
bap  sms).
5 In 2016, 1 Moldovan leu was equal to approx-
imately .05 Euro or .05 USD. Average dona  ons 
were thus in the range of 2.50 Euro/USD.
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CHART 9. HAVE YOU EVER BEEN ON A PILGRIMAGE…? [%]

CHART 10. FREQUENCY OF ONE'S INTERACTIONS WITH THE CHURCH [%]

67

94

93

91

64

33

6

7

9

36

… in Moldova

… in Ukraine

… in Romania

… to holy places from
other countries

At least one pilgrimage

No Yes

23 42 31 4

Rarerly Frequent

o  en do, 37% some  mes and 20% 
never par  cipate in the sacrament of 
reconcilia  on. One factor contribu  ng 
to these numbers is that the sacrament 
of reconcilia  on requires a period of 
fas  ng;

 The ritual of blessing the house on the 
eve of Epiphany is a common prac  ce: 
42% always welcome the priest for 
this ritual and 20% o  en welcome the 
priest for cleansing their homes with 
holy water;

 Blessing possessions such as a car or a 
house, although not a central tenet of 
Chris  an dogma, is a commonplace rit-
ual. 87% of the respondents report do-
ing this some  mes, and 36% always ask 
the priest to bless such possessions.

It is interes  ng to note that the most re-
current prac  ces are those that do not 
necessarily require the believer’s ac  ve 
par  cipa  on. Furthermore, these prac  c-
es also tend to be more public, such as 
a visit from the priest. Responses con-
cerning ritual par  cipa  on are posi  vely 
correlated with the affi  rma  ve answers 
received to the ques  on about pecuniary 
contribu  ons to the church, which leads 
us to hypothesize that it is the money giv-
en at these rituals that respondents have 
conceptualized as “dona  ons”. The fact 
that many respondents abstain from work 
on holy days shows a certain level of per-
sonal organiza  on. The sacrament of rec-
oncilia  on requires the highest individual 
involvement, since it is based on fas  ng 
for a certain number of days and entails a 
discussion with the priest. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that this is the least wide-
spread prac  ce. Nonetheless, an impres-
sive number of people con  nue to follow 
this prac  ce. 

A special form of ritual is the pilgrimage. 
Such a prac  ce entails inves  ng signifi -
cant fi nancial resources and is based on 
a desire to search for a spiritual purpose. 
36% of respondents had been on at least 
one pilgimage during their lives | CHART 9 |. 

The holy places from their own country 
are the most visited (by a third of the re-
spondents), followed by those in Romania 
(7%), Ukraine (6%) and other countries 
(9% - among these, Israel was one of the 
most visited countries). Fewer than 6% of 
the respondents had been on pilgrimages 
in two countries, 2% in three countries 
and 2% in four countries.

An Indicator for Measuring the 
Frequency of one’s Interac  ons with 
the Church

We built an indicator to measure the 
frequency of one’s interac  ons with the 
church, based on the answers we re-
ceived to the ques  ons presented above. 
We took into account the following types 
of interac  ons:

TABLE 5. FREQUENCY OF INTERACTIONS 
WITH THE CHURCH

Dimension Percentage 

Attends the church at least 
once a month (with the 
exception of weddings, funerals 
and baptisms) 

33%

Donates money to the 
church (with the exception 
of weddings, funerals and 
baptisms) 

30%

Practices at least one of the 
analyzed rituals (with the 
exception of pilgrimage) 

52%

The indicator is built upon the intersec-
 on of the three dimensions presented 

above. It can take discrete values from 0 
(it is outside all of these groups) to 3 (it 
is common to all groups). The higher the 
value of the indicator, the more o  en the 
respondent interacts with her church.

23% of the respondents rarely interact 
with the church (the indicator takes a 
value of 0), 42% some  mes interact with 
the church (indicator value = 1), 31% fre-
quently (indicator value = 2) and only 4% 
have very frequent interac  ons with the 
church (indicator value = 3).

In the subsequent sec  ons we will merge 
the categories of those who frequently 
and those who very frequently interact 
with religious organiza  ons. Thus, if for 
an individual the indicator takes the val-
ue 2 or 3 we will say that she has fre-
quently interacted with the church. This 
is the case for 35% of the respondents 
| CHART 10 |.



CHURCH AND STATE IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA 16

16

17

17

15

16

17

13

11

12

14

15

58

51

58

68

72

68

71

63

81

83

81

13

16

10

8

8

8

6

4

2

2

2

7

5

4

1

1

1

1

0

0

0

0

Igor Dodon

Maia Sandu

Andrei N stase

Pavel Filip

Vladimir Voronin

Dorin Chirtoac

Iurie Leanc

Adrian Candu

Vladimir Plahotniuc

Vlad Filat

Nicolae Timofti

2

8

9

6

2

3

5

14

3

2

2

A littleVery Little / Not at all Much Very much I don’t know him/her

CHART 11. HOW MUCH DO YOU TRUST... ? [%] 
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Percep  ons of Religious Leaders

Religious leaders could represent import-
ant mechanisms of Church infl uence. 
Churches do not diff er that much from 
other organiza  ons from this standpoint. 
However, our survey tested the hypoth-
esis that religious leaders are perceived 
as more reliable and trustworthy than 
poli  cal elites (see below), a trait which 
could make them more infl uen  al. There-
fore, we tested the level of ci  zen trust 
in several religious leaders (belonging to 
all the main religions and denomina  ons 
analyzed in this report). 

The main observa  on is that most of the 
religious leaders are far from notorious. In 
most of the cases, at least 75% of the re-
spondents said that they did not recognize 
the listed individual. The excep  on to this 
fi nding was Metropolitan Vladimir. A sec-
ond observa  on was that nega  ve opin-
ions were the norm for individuals who 
were recognized. Thus, we could argue 
that the ci  zens of the Republic of Moldo-
va do not trust the religious leaders.

The lack of notoriety of Church leaders 
and the low levels of ci  zen trust in them 
is at odds with the general favorable a   -
tude towards the Churches (as shown by 
as shown by the previosuly analyzed em-
priical fi ndings of this survey about trust 
in various ins  tu  ons and by the previ-
ously analyzed empirical fi ndings of this 
survey; for instance, most of the respon-
dents agreed with the statement that 
Churches sa  sfi ed their spiritual needs to 
a high degree). We will return to this key 
fi nding later, when we discuss the rela  on 
between churches and the state.

The only bishop truly known at a na  on-
al level is the leader of the main religious 
organiza  on, the Metropolitan Vladimir: 
75% were able to express their opinion 
about him and only 15% said that they 
were not aware of who he was. Howev-
er, there is no consensus regarding how 
trustworthy he is: 41% have low and very 
low levels of trust in him, while 34% have 
high or very high levels of trust. The sec-
ond representa  ve of the same Church, 
the Bishop Marchel, is somewhat more 
notorious than other Church leaders: 
“only” 69% of the respondents were not 
aware of his iden  ty. However, the share 
of nega  ve percep  ons (17%) surpassed 
the share of posi  ve percep  ons (9%) 
too. All the other religious leaders are 
even less known and in every case the 
nega  ve opinions prevail | CHART 11 |.

CHART 12. HOW MUCH DO YOU TRUST... ? [%] 
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A diff erent situa  on is that of the poli  -
cal leaders. Usually, the poli  cians about 
whom we asked were highly notorious 
(and usually seen as not being trustworthy 
at all). Even the most “popular” poli  cal 
leaders, at the  me of the survey, did not 
reach levels of trust higher than 20%. At 
the same  me, over 60% of the respon-
dents did not trust them. We emphasize 
the fact that these data are from the end 
of August 2016, a  me at which a presi-
den  al electoral campaign was underway 
in the Republic of Moldova. A survey tak-
en at another point in the electoral cycle 
might lead to diff erent rates of recogni-
 on for individual fi gures. However, this 

does not fundamentally aff ect the analy-
sis because we do not foresee a sudden 
upsurge in the levels of trust | CHART 12 |. 

In conclusion, it is not likely that individu-
al religious leaders can be very infl uen  al. 
There are two main reasons for this: the 
lack of notoriety and the fact that ci  zens 
do not perceive them as trustworthy. 
Consequently, we expect that Churches 
exert their infl uence through local leaders 
rather than through na  onal leaders.

TABLE 6. I WOULD NOT ACCEPT… [%]

 To live 
in Moldova

To live 
in my locality

To be 
my neighbour

To be 
my friend

To be 
part of my family

Persons of different ethnicity   23   28   33   38   44
Roma / Gypsies   38   47   60   69   79
Jews   33   41   48   54   65
Sectants   60   68   75   80   86
Muslims   61   68   73   78   85
Homosexuals   84   89   94   95   97
Alcoholics   76   81   90   95   97
Drug users   84   89   95   97   99
Persons with HIV/AIDS   70   77   83   87   93

III. (In)tolerance and (non)
discrimina  on

In this chapter we will analyze several 
variables that help shed some light on the 
social context. Specifi cally, we will discuss 
the issue of tolerance, showing that pub-
lic opinion in the Republic of Moldova is 
skewed towards intolerance. We opera-
 onalize intolerance as a repudia  on of 

social diversity. A related subject is that of 
social conserva  sm, which reaches simi-
larly high values. We put forward descrip-
 ve indicators for both of these concepts. 

The chapter ends with a short overview 
of the way human rights are seen by the 
ci  zens of the Republic of Moldova.

High Levels of Intolerance

Accep  ng the existence of groups dif-
ferent from our own is one of the funda-
mentals of democra  c socie  es. There 
are two main reasons for the importance 
tolerance has for democracy. First of all, 
when individuals are tolerant, trust-based 
social rela  onships emerge. In turn, these 
encourage coopera  on and thus facili-
tate the resolu  on of collec  ve problems. 
When high levels of intolerance plague a 
society, there is a poten  al for confl ict-
ual social rela  onships. To make mat-
ters worse, the members of the minority 
groups can withdraw from society (or can 
be pushed away from public life), which 
represents a restric  on of their funda-
mental rights and a loss of human capital. 

In order to measure the level of (in)toler-
ance we employed a classic instrument, 
the social distance scale. Respondents 
were asked to men  on which groups they 
would not accept as: ci  zens of the Re-
public of Moldova, residents of the same 
locality, neighbors, friends, family mem-
bers. The following table sums up the re-
sults | TABLE 6 |. 

How to read the table: 23% of the re-
spondents would not accept as ci  zens 
of the Republic of Moldova other ethnic 
groups; 28% would not accept that other 
ethnic groups  lived in their locality, etc. 

The resul  ng image is telling: the larger 
the red bar, the more that group is reject-
ed. The fact that the red bars dominate 
the table is a good indicator about the 
levels of intolerance, be it generalized or 
specifi c intolerance. 



CHURCH AND STATE IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA 18

51

79

46

38

55

37

82

79

69

7

5

11

6

7

6

4

5

6

9

3

12

8

6

6

3

3

4

7

2

7

8

4

4

2

2

3

9

3

10

16

7

11

2

2

6

4

1

3

6

3

6

1

1

2

3

1

2

5

4

6

1

1

1

3

1

2

3

3

5

1

1

2

1

1

2

2

2

5

1

1

1

3

1

2

4

3

9

1

1

3

To lie

Homosexuality

Abortion

Divorce

Sexual relations
outside marriage

Sexual relations
before marriage

Suicide

Prostitution

Death sentence

The generalized intolerance is proved by 
the fact that all social groups “diff erent” 
from the majority are rejected. In order 
to simplify the discussion, we will discuss 
only the middle column, the case where 
members of a certain social group would 
be poten  al neighbors of the respon-
dents. This involves a certain degree of 
interac  on between the respondent and 
that person (you come across the neigh-
bors on your street from  me to  me), 
but not as high as what would be expect-
ed between friends or family members. 
An accurate indicator of generalized intol-
erance is the average number of groups 
which were rejected by the respondents 
in a specifi c situa  on. For the Republic 
of Moldova, the value of that indicator is 
6.5, on a 1-10 scale. It is a value that we 
regard as very high and associated with 
a high levels of intolerance. For compar-
ison, in Romania, a country with a similar 
culture, the indicator of generalized intol-
erance had a value of 1.9 in 2011.6

The indicator of generalized intolerance 
is a bit higher (6.6) for the Orthodox re-
spondents following the Moldovan Met-
ropolitan Church. For the Bessarabian 
Metropolitan Church the value is 6.1 and 
for the other groups it is around 5. The 
frequent interac  ons with the church and 
the higher affi  nity for a conserva  ve-reli-
gious program are associated with higher 
levels of intolerance. When the respon-
dents are more educated, wealthier and 
use more informa  on sources they tend 
to be more tolerant. Furthermore, the 
older a respondent the more probable it 
is that he/she is less tolerant. However, 
there is a remarkable excep  on to this 
trend: young people aged 18-24 are sig-
nifi cantly more intolerant (the value of 
the indicator is 6.8) than the other age 
groups.

We use the phrase specifi c intolerance 
when we discuss about a par  cular group. 
The data show that there are four groups 
that are almost unanimously rejected: 
drug users, homosexuals, alcoholics and 
HIV/AIDS pa  ents. These are highly spe-
cifi c and well defi ned groups. The least 
rejected group is at the same  me the 
only one which is less precisely defi ned: 
“persons of another ethnic group/na  on-
ality”. At the same  me, specifying an eth-

6 Voicu, O., Tufi ș, C., Popescu, R., Religie și com-
portament religios în România, Fundația pentru o 
Societate Deschisă România, Bucharest, 2011. 
[Religion and religious behavior in Romania]

nic group (Roma, Jewish) is a predictor of 
increased intolerance levels.

These fi ndings show that the Moldovan 
society is closed and reluctant to em-
brace diversity and minority groups. Most 
of the ci  zens reject “diff erence”, whether 
we refer to sexual preferences, ethnicity 
or religion. The rebu  al is stronger if the 
group is be  er defi ned. 

Social Conserva  sm

The high levels of intolerance can par  ally 
be a  ributed to the social conserva  sm 
that dominates public opinion in the Re-
public of Moldova. Social conserva  sm is 
conceptualized as a cluster of values that 
emphasize the importance of family, tra-
di  on, religious teachings and tradi  onal 
gender roles. The classical model for re-
vealing the values upheld by respondents 
is to confront them with counterfactual 

scenarios that are at odds with their tra-
di  onal values. The subjects are asked to 
say, on a scale of 1 to 10, to what extent 
can these situa  ons be jus  fi ed. 

The respondents rejected the unconven-
 onal alterna  ve in all of the counterfac-

tual scenarios presented to them. Thus, 
they argued that under no circumstances 
those behaviors would be jus  fi ed. We 
no  ce that homosexuality is rejected as 
much as suicide and pros  tu  on.  These 
three a   tudes represent the hard core of 
social conserva  sm | CHART 13 |.

A poten  al explana  on for these results 
is that the counterfactual scenarios are 
contrary to two overlapping value sys-
tems that con  nue to infl uence the ethi-
cal systems of the ci  zens of the Republic 
of Moldova – namely, Orthodoxy and So-
viet communism. Taking this aspect into 
account, it is not surprising to see that 
everyday morality is shaped to a great ex-

CHART 13. SOCIAL CONSERVATORISM [%]
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tent by these two value systems. It should 
also be men  oned that the fi ndings prove 
a systema  c failure of the a  empts to in-
s  ll more progressive values through legal 
and educa  onal instruments.

The reseach shows that society is more 
relaxed in regard to sexual rela  ons be-
fore marriage or extramarital rela  ons, 
abor  on or even divorce (more relaxed 
does not mean that they are accepted, 
only that they are less rejected than the 
other behaviors). These are situa  ons 
that are more common at an empirical 
level and, in fact, are tacitly accepted by 
the churches themselves.

We put forward a general indicator of so-
cial conserva  sm | CHART 14 |. The indica-
tor takes discrete values from 1 (very con-
serva  ve; considers that the behaviors 
presented above are unjus  fi able in all 
cases) to 10 (very progressive; considers 
that the behaviors presented above are 
jus  fi able in all cases). The na  onal aver-
age is 2.5, a value which shows a high lev-
el of social conserva  sm. The following 
graphic presents the distribu  on of the 
social conserva  sm indicator for all re-
spondents who had answered to at least 
one of the ques  ons (the total number of 
cases is 1728). As it can be easily seen, 
the distribu  on is skewed towards con-
serva  sm. The most numerous subgroup 
(400 cases, 23% of the sample) is that of 
radical social conserva  ve individuals, 
who consider that the analyzed behaviors 
are under no circumstances jus  fi able. 
Once again, as the next table shows, low-
er levels of conserva  sm are correlated 
with persons having greater fi nancial, ed-
uca  onal and/or informa  onal resources. 
On the other hand, more frequent inter-
ac  ons with the church, a tradi  onal type 
of religiosity and a propensity to a reli-
gious-conserva  ve agenda are correlated 
with high levels of social conserva  sm. 
Since some situa  ons are rejected by al-
most all respondents, the indicator does 
not vary a lot in diff erent subgroups. The 
bulk of the variance is given by answers 
to other ques  ons | TABLE 7 |.

CHART 14. THE INDICATOR OF SOCIAL CONSERVATISM

TABLE 7. THE INDICATOR OF SOCIAL CONSERVATISM

Sample average 2.5

Levels of educational attainment Secondary school 2.4
High school, professional schools 2.5
Tertiary education 2.7

Rural/urban distribution Rural 2.5
Urban 2.5

Gender Male 2.7
Female 2.4

Personal income No income 2.8
Under 1000 lei 2.2
1000-2500 lei 2.4
Over 2500 lei 2.7

Age Under 25 years old 3
25-34 2.7
35-44 2.6
45-54 2.4
55-64 2.2
Over 65 years old 2

Affi nity with the religious-
conservative agenda 

Yes 1.8
No 2.6

Frequent interactions with the church Yes 2.3
No 2.6

Religion Orthodox – Moldovan Metropolitan Church 2.5
Orthodox – Bessarabian Metropolitan Church 2.8
Protestant / Neo-protestant 2.3
Atheists / agnostics 3.4

Type of religiosity Diffuse 2.8
Declared 2.7
Individual 2.4
Traditional 2.2

number of cases

general indicator of social conservatism

1.00
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Percep  ons of Human Rights

The survey also had an exploratory part 
referring to human rights. Usually, a high 
degree of social conserva  sm is correlated 
with the rejec  on of human rights, so this 
issue warrants discussion taking into ac-
count the context presented above. How-
ever, the subject of human rights will not 
be exhausted in this sec  on, and we will 
return to it in the sec  ons dedicated to the 
qualita  ve dimension of the research.

Quan  ta  ve studies usually do not tack-
le the subject of human rights due to its 
high level of conceptualiza  on. We used 
an open ques  on in order to see what cit-
izens of the Republic of Moldova under-
stand by “human rights”. Most of the re-
spondents tried to answer; those answers 
have been grouped in several categories 
| CHART 15 |:

 37% of the respondents were able to 
men  on one or several rights. Among 
these we men  on: the right to free 
speech, the right to freedom, the right 
to life, the right to dignity, social-eco-
nomic rights (the right to have a work-
place, the right to medical assistance, 
the right to a decent life);

 10% directly or indirectly men  oned 
the principle of universal rights, but 
without giving specifi c examples;

 8% explained the rights by referring to 
the law, considering that “you have the 
right to do what the legisla  on allows 
you to do”;

 7% provided vague answers, such as 
“human rights should be respected”, 
“our rights are violated”, “democracy”, 
“peace” or other general answers;

 18% men  oned that they were not 
aware of the meaning of “human rights”;

 21% did not off er any answer.

Irrespec  ve of the answers given to the 
previously men  oned ques  on, the ma-
jority of the respondents believe that 
human rights are not respected in the Re-
public of Moldova. More specifi cally, 42% 
said that human rights are respected to 
a li  le extent, while 49% said that these 
are barely or not at all respected. Fur-
thermore, only 6% and respec  vely 1% 
said that human rights are respected very 
much or to a great extent. Nevertheless, 
these responses could indicate a general 
state of dissa  sfac  on with the govern-
ment or a par  cular lack of apprecia  on 
of the jus  ce system rather than a famil-
iarity with the subject of human rights 
and its problems. 
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Mentioned one or several rights

Mentioned the principle of universal rights

Vague answers

Did not answer

CHART 15. TYPOLOGY OF ANSWERS TO “WHAT DO YOU UNDERSTAND BY HUMAN RIGHTS?” [%] 

CHART 16. ARE YOU AWARE OF SITUATIONS 
IN WHICH PEOPLE ARE DISCRIMINATED OR 
TREATED DIFFERENTLY, DUE TO HAVING A 
DIFFERENT RELIGION OR BELIEF THAN THE 
MAJORITY OF CITIZENS? [%]

14%

80%

6%

Yes No NA

On the other hand, given the aforemen-
 oned results, it is surprising that an 

interna  onal juridical instrument – the 
European Conven  on of Human Rights 
is rela  vely well known. Asked wheth-
er they had heard about it, 42% of the 
individuals inquired gave a posi  ve an-
swer, 53% a nega  ve one and 5% didn’t 
give any answer. Another reason why we 
men  on that this is a surprising fi nding 
is that such instruments are not usually 
widely known. It is possible that some of 
the posi  ve answers can be traced back 
to the phenomenon of social desirabili-
ty. This phenomenon could be mi  gated 
to a certain extent due to the plethora 
of instances when the European Court 
of Human Rights was involved in  li  ga-
 ons between the ci  zens and the state. 

A quarter of the individuals in the sample 
gave an answer to the ques  on what the 
European Conven  on of Human Rights 
meant for them and for the Republic of 
Moldova. Almost all of the individuals 
who had given an answer to that ques-
 on considered it a posi  ve ins  tu  on, 

arguing that it was an instrument that de-
fended and guaranteed everyone’s rights. 

A thema  cally appropriate indicator is 
perceived religious discrimina  on. In or-
der to measure it we put a direct ques  on, 
namely “Have you ever heard of situa  ons 
where individuals are discriminated or 
treated worse than others because they 
have another religious affi  lia  on than the 
majority of ci  zens?” 14% of the individu-
als answered affi  rma  vely | CHART 16 |. We 
fi nd this a rela  vely high value, especially 
since we deal with a social conserva  ve 
and intolerant environment. In such envi-
ronments discrimina  on is not usually ac-
knowledged.  Inquired about such cases, 
only 3% reported a personal experience 
(or an experience reported by someone 
they knew), 8% said that they had heard 

about it from rela  ves or friends and 
3% remembered hearing about it in the 
mass-media (the ques  on was addressed 
only to the 14% who had heard about dis-
crimina  on cases). 

Social networks are thus a more import-
ant source of knowledge in this regard 
than mass media. We encounter a simi-
lar situa  on when it comes to the vio-
la  on of the right to religious freedom, 
which will be dealt with in depth in the 
next chapter. Those who reported being 
familiar with cases of viola  ons of the 
right of religious freedom overlap quite a 
lot with those who reported being aware 
of situa  ons of religious discrimina  on. 
Thus, we can infer that they had in mind 
the same situa  ons. Usually, those who 
were men  oned as vic  ms of religious 
discrimina  on were members of minority 
confessional communi  es. Only 10% of 
the respondents gave a concrete answer 
(the most recurrent answers pointed at 
the members of Jehovah’s Witnesses, the 
Bap  st Church, or Muslims).
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IV. Religion, Poli  cs and 
Policies

The rela  on between the State and the 
Church is the outcome of both ins  tu-
 onal mechanisms and the impact of 

public opinion. Whenever a Church ad-
vances an opinion regarding a legisla  ve 
project or a priest endorses a candidate, 
a transfer of infl uence between Church 
and the State occurs. The Church has two 
means of infl uencing the poli  cal: reli-
gious-conserva  ve public policies and di-
rect involvement in poli  cal aff airs. These 
mechanisms are going to be analyzed in 
this chapter. 

The Social Conserva  ve Agenda’s 
Poten  al for Infl uencing Public 
Policies

In this sec  on we are going to analyze the 
extent to which ci  zens of the Republic 
of Moldova would be willing to approve 
public policies that aim at promo  ng re-
ligious values: teaching religion in school, 
regula  ng abor  on, public fi nancing of 
religious ins  tu  ons, legally limi  ng the 
rights of same sex couples and limi  ng 
the right to religious freedom. Each of 
these topics is infl uen  al in the global 
debate on state and religion and it is in-
evitable that they will emerge in the Re-
public of Moldova, albeit the fact that at 
the present moment not all of these are 
discussed or widely known. 

It is not mandatory that religious organi-
za  ons ac  vely promote these topics (or 
oppose them) and our analysis does not 
refer to this aspect. Taking into account 
the survey data, we measure ci  zens’ 
opinions and percep  ons and a  empt 
to determine to what extent they would 
endorse or oppose specifi c measures. To-
wards the end of the chapter we will have 
built an indicator through which we hope 
to accurately measure the propor  on of 
the popula  on that would advocate for a 
religious-conserva  ve agenda. 

Teaching Religion in Public Schools

The debate on religion as a compulsory 
school subject is a constant in Europe-
an countries. Whether religion should 
be a subject at all in public schools has 
generated numerous discussions. Where 
religious educa  on is permi  ed, legis-
lators have to decide whether it will be 
compulsory or not, whether it will be con-

fessional or non-confessional, whether it 
will present the teachings of one par  c-
ular confessional community or whether 
it will be more like a history of religious 
ideas, and whether it will be taught by 
specialized teachers or by church repre-
senta  ves. 

In Europe there are several ways that 
the educa  onal policies adopted and im-
plemented by the state have dealt with 
this issue.7 France, for instance, has com-
pletely separated public educa  on from 
religious educa  on. Other countries, such 
as Romania, s  ll favor the inclusion of 
religion in the na  onal curriculum. In Ro-
mania, religious educa  on is confessional, 
and there are partnerships with the offi  -
cially recognized denomina  ons.

The survey data show that 74% of the 
respondents agree with the statement 
that religion should be taught in schools. 
Only 22% agree with the opposite point 
of view, that religion should not be taught 
in schools | CHART 17 |. It is interes  ng to 
men  on that women favor religious edu-

7 We refer to all the European countries, not only 
those members of the European Union, because 
the Republic of Moldova is not part of the la  er.
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ca  on to a higher degree than men (80% 
of the women agreed with the posi  ve 
statement, while only 67% men agreed 
with it). Similarly, fewer Russian-speak-
ing ci  zens consider that religion has to 
be taught in schools (66%) than Roma-
nian-speaking ci  zens (76%)8. Somewhat 
foreseeable, the shares of respondents 
who consider that religious educa  on 
should be taught in schools are lower for 
those with higher levels of educa  onal 
a  ainment, for those who live in urban 
areas or for youngsters, albeit the fact 
that in none of these cases the percent-
age drops under 60%. The responses are 
more balanced among students and pu-
pils: 56% would want to study religion, 
44% would not. 

The respondents were then asked to in-
dicate which of the several solu  ons pre-
sented to them would be the most ade-
quate if the offi  cial decision to introduce 
religious educa  on were made | CHART 18 |.
Most of them (71%) would prefer religion 

8  The expressions “Russian-speaking ci  zens” 
and “Romanian-speaking ci  zens” do not indi-
cate that these individuals speak one language 
exclusively; they refer to the preference each has 
for one language or the other. 
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to be an op  onal, not a compulsory sub-
ject. Only 24% would like religion to be 
a compulsory subject. At the same  me, 
two-thirds of the respondents (66%) 
chose the conserva  ve solu  on that pu-
pils should only be taught about their own 
religion. Furthermore, 51% believe that 
religion should be taught by priests. But 
for a regula  on of religious educa  on, 
there is a risk that schools and commu-
ni  es opt for op  onal religious classes, 
taught by priests, either because they fi nd 
it desirable or because there are pressures 
from the church to introduce such classes. 
Such a solu  on would result in a dogmat-
ic way of teaching religion, especially in a 
closed and conserva  ve society. We will 
return to this discussion in the sec  on in 
which we analyze the interview data.

Each of the previous solu  ons presented 
respondents with a more “conserva  ve” 
op  on (those from the le   column) and 
a more “progressive” one (those from the 
right column). According to their answers, 
we split the respondents in three catego-
ries: the “conserva  ves” (48%) are those 
who chose at least two answers from the 
le   column; the “progressivists” (38%) are 
the ones who chose at least two answers 
from the right column; the “undecideds” 
(14%) are those who chose at least two 
 mes the “I don’t know” or “I don’t want 

to answer” op  ons. From this point of 
view, the answers are more balanced than 
it would be inferred by only looking at the 
fi rst ques  on that strictly refers to teach-
ing religion in school.

Taking a closer look at the data, we no  ce 
that 10% of the individuals are “strongly 
progressive” (that is, they chose the pro-
gressive answer every  me), while 12% 
are “strongly conserva  ve” (they chose 
every  me the conserva  ve answer). 
What this means is that for three-quar-
ters of the popula  on the debate remains 
open (we include here the 39% “rather 
conserva  ves”, 14% “undecided” and 
25% “rather progressivists”).

Forbidding Abor  on

The voluntary interrup  on of pregnancy 
is an important topic in all the countries 
with a majority of Chris  an ci  zens. All 
Chris  an churches strictly reject abor  on, 
cri  cizing both the woman and the doc-
tor involved in the surgery. At the same 
 me, in numerous countries, especially in 

the former Communist areas of Europe, 
abor  on remains a prominent birth con-
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trol method, whereas other contracep  ve 
methods are scarcely used. The Republic 
of Moldova is no excep  on: according to 
the offi  cial data, there have been around 
14,000 abor  ons per year for the last few 
years; slightly rephrased, this means that 
that 1 woman in 15 has had an abor  on in 
that period 9. Most of the abor  ons have 
social or economic causes (and thus do 
not represent medical decisions). Thus, 
a confl ict occurs between the declared 
moral value and prac  ce. 

In order to measure the moral approval 
rate of pregnancy interrup  on, we asked 
the respondents to say to what degree 
they believe that abor  on is jus  fi able, 
using a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 means 
that it is not at all jus  fi ed and 10 means 
that it is completely jus  fi ed. The same 
ques  on was used in the 2008 European 
Values Study (EVS) interna  onal study, a 
fact that allows us to observe the evo-
lu  on in  me of ci  zens’ opinion about 
this subject. In the adjacent graphic we 
grouped the respondents in three cate-
gories: “conserva  ves” (answered 1-3 on 
the 1-10 scale, red on the graphic), “lib-
erals” (answered 8-10, blue) and “neutral” 
(4-7, middle of the scale, gray) | CHART 19 |.
Looking at the colors we can easily see 
that the share of the “conserva  ves” is 
larger than that of the “liberals”, but it has 
faded with  me.

The ques  on “Would you agree with 
the voluntary interrup  on of pregnan-
cy (abor  on) when the parents do not 
want to have a child?” adds to the moral 
dimension a well-defi ned context. When 
confronted solely with the moral dimen-
sion of abor  on, the respondents reject 
abor  on and fi nd it unjus  fi able. Howev-
er, if we add a well-defi ned context – that 
the parents do not want to have a child – 
the results change a bit. Those who com-
pletely reject the idea of abor  on con  n-
ue to represent the majority (53%), but 
37% say that they would accept such a 
decision under certain circumstances, and 
6% say that they would accept the deci-
sion under any circumstances | CHART 20 |.
A series of ques  ons with even more 
concrete contexts indicate the main cir-
cumstances under which ci  zens of the 
Republic of Moldova would approve the 
voluntary interrup  on of pregnancy: if 
the mother’s life is endangered (65%) or 
if the child would be born with severe dis-

9 According to the offi  cial sta  s  cs of the Na  on-
al Bureau for Sta  s  cs.

abili  es (57%). Both are medical reasons. 
The other tested reasons, which pertain 
to social or economic aspects, were re-
jected by most of the respondents, as the 
adjacent graphic shows | CHART 21 |. 

Similarly to the case of teaching religion, 
the elderly, those with lower levels of 
educa  onal a  ainment, those less fi nan-
cially endowed and those living in rural 
areas reject abor  on more o  en than 
other groups in all the presented scenari-
os. Surprisingly, unlike in other countries, 
women are more likely to be conserva  ve 
than men. Among the age group 35-44, 
however, we fi nd the lowest percent-
age of those who reject abor  on (44%), 
probably because those persons imagine 
themselves with ease in such a situa  on.

Recognizing Same-sex Couples

Another sensi  ve subject from the church-
es’ standpoint is that of same sex couples. 
Homosexuality is harshly reproved, and 
discussions about legalizing same sex 
unions infuriate most of the churches. In 
the last few years, many countries of the 
European Union introduced legal instru-
ments for recognizing same-sex couples, 
either through marriage or through civil 

partnership10. This has generated church 
reac  ons, including in countries that are 
not part of the European Union, such as 
the Republic of Moldova. 

We measured the degree of acceptance 
of homosexuality in the Republic of Mol-
dova on a 10-point scale, where 1 means 
that it is not jus  fi ed at all and 10 that it 
is completely jus  fi ed. The same ques  on 
was used in the previously cited 2008 EVS 
study, which allows us to compare the 
results. In both cases, the conserva  ve 
posi  on is overwhelming: 85% of the re-
spondents from the 2008 study and 87% 
of the respondents from our 2016 study 
reject homosexuality as such (graphically 
represented with red) | CHART 22 |. 

Given this lack of endorsement of ho-
mosexuality, it is not surprising that the 
ci  zens of the Republic of Moldova re-
ject any form of offi  cial recogni  on for 
same-sex couples. 94% reject recognizing 
marriage, and 92% reject the alterna  ve 
op  on of civil partnership | CHART 23 |.

10 Civil partnership is recognized through a con-
tract between two persons who want to live 
together. The contract is recognized by the civil 
code and bestows upon these persons several 
rights, some similar to or iden  cal to those con-
ferred by marriage. 
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We also put  the respondents into a hy-
pothe  cal situa  on in which their child 
announced that he or she had a diff er-
ent sexual orienta  on. Although the bulk 
of responses s  ck to the conserva  ve 
trend, there are some departures from 
the results to the previously men  oned 
ques  on regarding homosexuality in gen-
eral. Only 14% of the respondents said 
that they would accept this: it is a small 
percentage, but signifi cantly higher than 
the percentage of those who say that ho-
mosexuality is jus  fi able (3%) or of those 
who would accept that same-sex couples 
be legalized (5% marriage and 6% civ-
il partnership). At the opposite end we 
have the 20% who would cease talking 
to their child. We can only believe that 
the 9% who did not answer the qus  on 
would have a serious ethical dilemma on 
their hands. The most populous group 
consists of those respondents who would 
be against such a decision, and would try 
to convince their child to choose other-
wise. Asked about how they would try 
to change their child’s orienta  on, 37% 
of those who would try to change their 
child’s mind say that they would resort 
to arguments of religion, tradi  on and 
normality; 5% would use reason and 1% 
would be willing to resort to violence 
| CHART 24 |.

Freedom to Exercise Religion

The free exercise of religion is a cons  -
tu  onal right, but the formal enuncia  on 
of the right does not entail that the right 
is fully respected. In the Republic of Mol-
dova the discussions on religious freedom 
involve most of the  me legal arguments 
and concrete examples. A survey oper-
ates with opinions and percep  ons. It 
cannot show us how things really stand 
at an empirical level, but it can indicate 
to us what individuals believe about the 
subject. 

We tested how much the respondents 
cared about the principle of religious 
freedom. In order to avoid any poten-
 al social desirability bias eff ect, we cir-

cumvented the direct ques  on (“do you 
agree with the principle that one has to 
have the freedom to exercise religion?”), 
which usually results in posi  ve answers. 
Instead, we asked respondents to choose 
between the scenario where everyone 
is free to prac  ce any religion and the 
one in which only state-recognized reli-
gions are admi  ed. The second scenario 
is a slightly less personalized version of 

rejec  ng the right to religious freedom, 
since one shares the responsibility for 
denying this right to someone with the 
state. The results, however, are concern-
ing for someone preoccupied with human 
rights: 59% of the respondents said that 
anyone is free to prac  ce any religion, but 
38% would accept only offi  cially recog-
nized denomina  ons. 

A second ques  on had respondents as-
sess the state of religious freedom in 
the Republic of Moldova. Most of the re-
spondents (62%) considered that there is 
enough religious freedom, 21% that there 
was too much and only 6% that there is 
too li  le (11% had no opinion regarding 
this issue) | CHART 25 |. 

We tried to be  er defi ne what the re-
spondents had in mind when they gave 
their answers to that ques  on by re-
sor  ng to an open follow-up ques  on. 
Those who said that there was too much 
religious freedom usually considered that 

there “were too many religions”, an idea 
expressed in a variety of ways by at least 
75% of these individuals (out of the 21% 
who gave this answer, so almost 12% of 
the sample). Other answers go towards 
lamen  ng the loss of a “normal order of 
things” (people ceased to believe in God, 
there are too many divorces, there are 
high levels of liber  nism, etc.), but also 
decry the way priests usually act (they ask 
for money, they fail to do their duty, etc.). 
The respondents who considered that 
there was too li  le religious freedom and 
also answered the open ques  on indi-
cated, in one form or another, that some 
minority religions are discriminated or 
marginalized. 

The ques  onnaire also had a ques  on 
regarding the respondents’ opinion on 
hindering religious exercise: “To the best 
of your knowledge, are there people who 
cannot exercise their right to religious 
freedom in the Republic of Moldova?” 
The responses were mainly nega  ve: no, 

2

12

57

20

9

I would accept it as normal

I wouldn’t agree, but I would accept
it because it is about my child

I would attempt to convince him/her
that it is wrong

I would interrupt any connection with him/her

DK/NA

21%
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6%
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Too much religious freedom

Enough religious freedom

Too little religious freedom

DK/NA

CHART 24. LET'S ASSUME THAT YOUR CHILD TOLD YOU THAT HE/SHE HAD A DIFFERENT 
SEXUAL ORIENTATION. HOW WOULD YOU REACT? 

CHART 25. IN GENERAL, DO YOU BELIEVE THAT THERE IS TOO MUCH, TOO LITTLE OR 
ENOUGH RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA? [%]
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CHART 27. DO YOU BELIEVE THAT IN 
THE REPUBLIC OF MOLDOVA THERE ARE 
RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS OR CHURCHES 
THAT MISUSE RELIGIOUS FREEDOM? [%]

CHART 26. TO THE BEST OF YOUR 
KNOWLEDGE, ARE THERE PEOPLE WHO 
CANNOT EXERCISE THEIR RIGHT TO 
RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN THE REPUBLIC OF 
MOLDOVA? [%]

CHART 28. DO YOU THINK THE STATE SHOULD FINANCE ONLY ONE CHURCH, ALL CHURCHES 
OR NONE OF THEM? [%]

nobody is hindered in exercising her reli-
gion, according to 82% of the individuals 
from the sample. Only 9% gave a posi  ve 
answer (9% had no opinion) | CHART 26 |. 
We further asked those who gave a posi-
 ve answer which groups have diffi  cul  es 

in exercising their religious freedom, but 
the percentage of those who answered 
this follow-up ques  on (5%) is too small 
to lead to valid sta  s  cal inferences. The 
most recurrent answers are Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the members of the Bap  st 
Church, Muslims and a general answer 
such as “all sects”. It is interes  ng to note 
that according to the respondents, their 
acquiantances represent the main source 
of informa  on on this subject, with mass 
media taking only second place. What 
this means is that news about religious 
discrimina  on is mostly available through 
social networks and is scarce in the main-
stream mass media.  

At the same  me, 14% of the ci  zens 
consider that in the Republic of Moldo-
va there are religious organiza  ons or 
churches which misuse the religious free-
dom. It is not surprising that all of these 
individuals belong to the group of those 
who believe that there is enough or too 
much religious freedom. This result ex-
plains why the answers they gave to the 
follow-up ques  on regarding what orga-
niza  ons they were talking about were 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Bap  st Church, 
Muslims and the general answer “all 
sects”. This shows that what counts for a 
small part of the society as a limita  on on 
religious freedom is considered by a much 
larger part of society to be a misuse of re-
ligious freedom. We should men  on that 
just 1.9% of the sample (i.e., less than the 
margin of error) believe that the Ortho-
dox Church misuses its right to religious 
freedom | CHART 27 |. 

These evalua  ons of the state of reli-
gious freedom – “too much”, “too li  le”, 
“enough” – do not measure the juridical 
knowledge of the respondents, but can 
be very helpful for those who might want 
to an  cipate how the ci  zens would feel 
about a public policy regarding this issue. 
The a  empt to legally intervene for im-
proving the freedom of religious exercise 
will probably be met with backlash, given 
the fact that most of the ci  zens consid-
er that there is already enough religious 
freedom, if not too much. 

Public Funding of Churches

Another poten  ally controversial pub-
lic policy would be one about the public 
funding of churches. Such a measure is 
ubiquitous in countries with an Orthodox 
majority, and it has been cri  cized many 
 mes for being discriminatory against mi-

nority religious groups. 

In the Republic of Moldova, almost half 
of the ci  zens (48%) embrace the idea of 
public funding for churches. What is wor-
risome is that most of these (38%) would 
be willing to fund only the majority reli-
gion, and only 10% would accept funding 
all denomina  ons. However, the most 
frequent answer (44%) is “no religion 
should be funded”.

We included a ques  on about an alter-
na  ve type of funding through fi scal 
measures: “would you agree with the ex-
emp  on of religious organiza  ons from 
paying taxes to the state?” The answers 
have been usually nega  ve: 64% of the 
respondents said that they would not 
agree, 28% that they would and 8% had 
no opinion | CHART 28 |.

Religion’s Infl uence in Poli  cs

The fi rst level of analysis tries to unearth 
how ci  zens feel in regard to the direct 
involvement of the church in poli  cs. To 
this end we put forward a ques  on about 
Church involvement. The results show 
that 82% of the respondents believe that 
the Church should be neutral when it 
comes to poli  cal aff airs. Only 13% be-
lieve that the Church should be involved 
in poli  cal life | CHART 29 |. This signifi cant 
diff erence between the two opposite 
views shows clearly that a poten  al at-
tempt of a Church to intervene directly 
in poli  cal life would not be welcomed by 
the ci  zens. 

On the other hand, this does not mean 
that the Church lacks other indirect 
mechanisms for infl uencing the poli  cal. 
The most convenient one is the existence 
of faithful people in the public adminis-
tra  on. Another means of infl uencing 
the poli  cal would be through priests 
who could recommend a certain candi-
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CHART 30. TO WHAT EXTEND DO YOU AGREE WITH THE FOLLOWING?

CHART 31. TO WHAT EXTEND DO YOU AGREE WITH THE FOLLOWING?

The respondents fi rmly reject the idea that 
priests should indicate how people should 
vote. 77% of them are opposed to this 
idea. 64% also say that priests should not 
be nominated on party lists or run in other 
types of poli  cal elec  ons. We can under-
stand these ques  ons in the same individ-
ual/ins  tu  onal key: the priests could be 
approved as candidates due to their pos-
i  ve features, but the idea that churches 
endorse an individual at an ins  tu  onal 
level is rather rejected than accepted. 

The answers to the ques  ons men  oned 
above construe a society in which faith is 
an important criterion for selec  ng the 
elites, but in which only a minority would 
be willing to accept a direct, ins  tu  on-
al involvement of the Churches in poli  -
cal life. In order to assess the size of this 
minority, we built an indicator based on 
the number of statements (from the four 
men  oned above) for which the respon-
dent chose an answer favorable to the 
increase of religious infl uence in poli  cal 
life. This indicator takes values from 0 
(if 4 answers unfavorable to the Church 
were selected) to 4 (if answers in all 4 
cases were favorable to the Church). The 
adjacent graphic shows the distribu  on 
of the answers. It conveys the image of 
a polarized society: a tradi  onal nucle-
us (23%) would endorse the increase of 
religious infl uence in the poli  cal life, a 
plurality (42%) has a more secularist view 
and a rela  vely high percentage of people 
(36%) do not lean conclusively towards 
one variant or the other | CHART 31 |. We 
emphasize once again the fact that these 
are those who consider that faith should 
play an important role in poli  cs, but re-
ject the idea that Churches could be ins  -
tu  onally involved in poli  cs.

The a   tude towards the religious infl u-
ence in poli  cs could also be measured 
by presen  ng the respondents with some 
hypothethical scenarios, where a single 
characteris  c of a poli  cian is empha-
sized, and the par  cipants are then asked 
to say how probable it is that they would 
vote for such a candidate.

The fi rst set of ques  ons was intended to 
gauge the percep  ons of the poli  cians 
who resort to religious arguments in the 
electoral campaign. This was the best-re-
ceived type of poli  cian: 58% had a pos-
i  ve percep  on and only 34% a nega  ve 
one. Respondents were usually against 
the poli  cians who used religion in their 
poli  cal ac  vity (64% said that they 
would not vote for him/her, 27% said 

date (who would thus be “backed by the 
Church”). A more direct type of interven-
 on would be to nominate priests as can-

didates, in order to represent the inter-
ests of their religious organiza  ons. 

We measured ci  zens’ agreement or dis-
agreement with a poten  al Church infl u-
ence on the poli  cal by looking at their 
answers to the three aforemen  oned 
possible mechanisms of more or less 
veiled involvement in poli  cal life. As the 
adjacent graphic shows, there are more 
favorable answers than unfavorable for 
two of the ques  ons | CHART 30 |. The fi rst 
one (70% to 25%) is the one about faith-
ful people being employed in the public 
administra  on. The second one refers to 
the important role of religion in the devel-
opment of the country, rejected by 33% 
and approved by 61%. This is a weak and 
indirect infl uence because faithful people 
are not necessarily those who listen to 
Church teachings, but those who respect 
the morality of their faith. The fact that 
there is such a high level of acceptance 
can be traced to the fact that ci  zens are 
constantly cri  cizing poli  cans’ lack of 
ethical precepts.

16%

80%

4%

… should not be involved in politics 
… should be involved in politics
NA

CHART 29. AS FAR AS YOU ARE 
CONCERNED,  THE CHURCH... [%]
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CHART 32. HOW PROBABLE IS IT THAT WOULD VOTE FOR A POLITICIAN WHO...[%]

CHART 33. HOW PROBABLE IS IT THAT YOU WOULD VOTE FOR... [%]

In regard to this set of ques  ons we must 
men  on the fact that the tradi  onalist 
opinions s  ck together. Excluding the 
case of homosexuals, which are almost 
unanimously rejected, we observe that 
33% of the ci  zens reject all three profi les 
corresponding to “immoral poli  cians” 
(that is, they say in every case that they 
would not vote, or that it is not likely they 
would vote, for such a poli  cian). At the 
opposite end, 26% of the respondents 
answer favorably to those types of poli  -
cians in all three cases. The intermediary 
groups have similar shares: 22% reject 
just a profi le and 20% reject two such 
profi les. 

“The Religious-conserva  ve Party”

The answers point to the image of a soci-
ety polarized by the subject “religion and 
poli  cs”. If a poli  cian chose to use reli-
gious themes in his electoral campaign he 
would have similar chances of a  rac  ng 
and rejec  ng voters (of course, this would 
also depend on other elements from that 
person’s demeanor). At the same  me, 
however, a poli  cian could choose a re-
ligious-conserva  ve discourse in order to 
target a certain group. On the one hand, 
this could bring him/her a suffi  cient num-
ber of votes to be elected to Parliament, 
and on the other, it could bring visibility 
to the conserva  ve agenda in the public 
sphere.

Those who consider propi  ous the 
Church involvement in poli  cs represent 
a minority. However, we have witnessed 
throughout history how an ac  ve minori-
ty, if it is resolute and resourceful, can 
advance its interests and even manage to 
impose its own agenda. It is usually said 
that the Republic of Moldova is facing an 
elite crisis. One of the symptoms of this 
crisis is the fact that the main par  es 
lose their supporters and that many cit-
izens believe that there are no poli  cal 
par  es that adequately represent them. 
Asked whether they feel close to a polit-
ical party, only 36% of the respondents 
gave a posi  ve answer. The list of par  es 
presented to them also contained the 
newest poli  cal par  es. New par  es thus 
have signifi cant room for manoeuvre. 
These do not necessarily have to be mass 
par  es; they could be niche par  es which 
promote a well-defi ned agenda, meant to 
cajole a specifi c part of the electorate. A 
party with a religious-conserva  ve agen-
da could be such a party. 

that they would). Opinions are split when 
it comes to those who hide their religion 
(46% perceive this as a nega  ve element, 
45% as a posi  ve one) and to non-Ortho-
dox Chris  ans (46% of the respondents 
consider this a nega  ve feature, 44% a 
posi  ve one) | CHART 32 |. 

A second set of ques  ons referred to 
counterfactual scenarios which em-
phasize a feature that is usually morally 
blamed, but not legally forbidden. (For in-
stance, we did not include a thief, which 
is a feature both morally and legally con-
demned). The homosexual, the divorced 

woman, the married man with a mistress, 
and the atheist represent in Chris  an 
socie  es categories that do not make re-
spectable poli  cians. Their rejec  on by 
the respondents shows the infl uence that 
tradi  onal morality exerts in society. As 
might be expected, the chances for a pol-
i  cian who openly admi  ed that he/she 
has a sexual orienta  on diff erent from 
the majority would be pre  y slim. Most 
of the respondents would also not vote 
for an atheist (64%) or for a man with a 
mistress (54%). As a point of divergence, 
a slight majority would vote for a divorced 
woman (54%) | CHART 33 |.
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It is self-evident that such a party would 
promote fi rst of all a Chris  an morality. 
However, all the main par  es do that, irre-
spec  ve of their offi  cial ideology, because 
it represents such an important topic for 
most ci  zens, as shown by the present 
research. If a party wanted to diff eren-
 ate itself from the others on religious 

grounds, it would have to put forward 
a series of public policies which overlap 
with those of the majority Church.

The previously analyzed subjects could 
amount to such an agenda. These could 
be split into two main categories: public 
policies bearing religious-conserva  ve in-
fl uences and the infl uence of religion in 
poli  cs. We chose these two subjects be-
cause they reappear on the public agenda 
in several countries, being part of an on-
going global debate. Thus, they could be 
refl ected in the public opinion from the 
Republic of Moldova.

We tried to build such a poten  al agen-
da, selec  ng the following subjects: pub-
lic funding of churches; teaching religion 
in schools; limi  ng the right to abor  on; 
rejec  ng sexual minori  es; rejec  ng “im-
moral poli  cians” and increasing the in-
fl uence of religion in poli  cal life. 

The following table presents the indica-
tors used for measuring each of the fi ve 
subjects men  oned above and the per-
centage of the popula  on which shares 
the conserva  ve opinion | TABLE 8 |.

The groups highlighted through the per-
centage from the last column do not 
overlap. For instance, there are persons 
who are favorable to some forms of re-
ligious educa  on, but who oppose abor-
 on. For every two subjects we can fi nd 

such examples. At the intersec  on of 
the six groups we can build an indicator 
which shows the degree of affi  nity with 
the religious conserva  ve agenda. As the 
following graphic shows, there are 7 lay-
ers of this indicator | CHART 34 |. 

Those with the weakest degree of affi  n-
ity (4% of the popula  on) are those who 
do not fi t any of the op  ons men  oned 
above. Those who are in at least one 
group represent 15% of the popula  on; 
26% fi t in two groups and 26% in three 
groups. Those with the highest degree of 
affi  nity (those who embrace all six con-
serva  ve op  ons) represent only 2% of 
the popula  on, while those who embrace 
four of the six – 18% and those who em-
brace fi ve of the six – 9%. 

We can say that those who would repre-
sent the likely voters of a poten  al conser-
va  ve-religious party are those who chose 
fi ve or six conserva  ve op  ons. Relaxing 
the condi  on could increase the number 
of poten  al supporters, but at the same 
 me would dilute too much the agenda, 

which would become similar to that of 
some mainstream par  es. In order to dif-
feren  ate itself from the existent par  es, 
a new party would have to adopt a more 
radical stance. We are thus talking of a po-
ten  al electorate of 11% of the popula  on 
| TABLE 9 |. Would this minority be an ac  ve 
one and resourceful, which, as men  oned 

4 15 26 26 18 9 2

Week Strong

CHART 34. DEGREE OF AFFINITY WITH THE RELIGIOUS CONSERVATIVE AGENDA [%]

TABLE 8. CONSERVATIVE-RELIGIOUS AGENDA

 Subject Conservative option Percentage of the individuals 
who endorse that option

Public funding of Churches They believe that the State should only fund the majority religion 38%
Teaching religion in schools They choose at least two of the following options: religion should be a compulsory 

subject; religion should be taught by priests; students should participate in classes 
where they are only taught about their religion 

48%

Abortion They reject abortion under any circumstances 53%
Sexual minorities They would try to change their child’s mind if he told them that he was not 

heterosexual or would reject him
77%

Church influence in politics They choose the conservative option for at least three of the following statements: 
• it is fi ne if priests recommend some candidates to the citizens;
• it would be better for the Republic of Moldova if most of the public administration 

jobs  belonged to faithful people; 
• it would be better if priests entered electoral competition; Orthodoxy should play an 

important role in the development of the Republic of Moldova. 

28%

“Immoral politicians” They reject all “immoral politician” profi les 33%

above, are cri  cal criteria for its being in-
fl uen  al? The answer is rather nega  ve. 
The respondents who chose either fi ve or 
six of the conserva  ve op  ons are usually 
members of social categories which lack 
resources and which are more reluctant 
to be ac  ve on the poli  cal scene. Un-
surprisingly, the literature and previous 
studies have argued that less resourceful 
individuals tend to be more conserva  ve. 
For instance, 30% of those with very low 
incomes (under 400 lei/month) have a 
high affi  nity for the conserva  ve agenda, 
in comparison to only 9% of those with 
high incomes (1,000 – 2,500 lei) and 6% 
of those with high incomes (over 2,500 
lei). More respondents come from rural 
areas (19%) than from urban areas (7%). 
Classifying the respondents according to 
educa  onal a  ainment levels, social-con-
serva  ves amount to 16% of those with 
primary educa  on, 10% of those with sec-
ondary educa  on and 4% of those with 
ter  ary educa  on. Their share is above 
the na  onal average in regard to age only 
for those over 60 years old (16%), the 
share decreasing under 8% for those un-
der 30 years old. Similarly, we no  ce that 
pensioners, housewives, the unemployed, 
and agriculture workers lean towards the 
right of the scale whereas those with more 
ac  ve professions lean towards the le   
of the scale. Briefl y, the analyzed group 
of persons with a high level of affi  nity for 
the conserva  ve-religious agenda is com-
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TABLE 9. STRONG AFFINITY WITH THE CONSERVATIVE – RELIGIOUS AGENDA

Sample average 11%

Level of educational attainment Secondary school 16%
High school, professional school 10%
Higher education 4%

Rural/urban Rural 19%
Urban 7%

Preferred language Russian 10%
Romanian 11%

Gender Man 12%
Woman 9%

Personal income No income 12%
Under 1000 lei 14%
1000-2500 lei 9%
Over 2500 lei 6%

Interested in politics A lot and very much 4%
A little and not at all 12%

Age Under 25 years old 7%
25-34 9%
35-44 10%
45-54 11%
55-64 12%
Over 65 years old 13%

Religion Orthodox – Moldovan Metropolitan Church 13%
Orthodox – Bessarabian Metropolitan Church 6%
Protestant or Neo-Protestant 9%
Atheist/Agnostic 4%

Frequent interactions with the church Yes 15%
No 8%

Religiosity Diffuse 7%
Declared 8%
Individual 10%
Traditional 20%

candidates. Most of them believe that it is 
be  er that poli  cal func  ons be occupied 
by faithful people, but we have no  ced a 
decreasing trend. A party that would take 
upon it the promo  on of a conserva  ve 
– religious agenda would alienate voters 
rather than allure them. The share of the 
individuals with a strong affi  nity for such 
an agenda is much lower than the share 
of individuals who reject such an agenda, 
and the persons who do endorse it are 
rather passive and less resourceful. If the 
Church decided to step further onto the 
poli  cal scene, this would most probably 
be an erroneous op  on, which would be 
far from advantageous. Furthermore, poli-
 cians’ par  cipa  on at religious events or 

the ostenta  ous display of faith are ges-
tures that could do them more harm than 
good. In the end, this is a sign that, slowly 
but steadily, Moldovan democracy is be-
coming more mature. 

posed mainly of persons lacking the po-
ten  al to be infl uen  al. If the Republic of 
Moldova follows an upward development 
trend, we suppose that the share of such 
individuals will decrease in  me. We can-
not es  mate what would happen if social 
and economic evolu  on hit a brick wall 
and the process was  reversed, leading to 
many more individuals who could not be 
classifi ed as well-off . This could eventually 
lead to a more infl uen  al conserva  ve-re-
ligious agenda.

We also men  on the fact that during the 
campaign for the Autumn 2016 presiden-
 al elec  ons, several hierarchs of the Or-

thodox Church under the Russian Ortho-
dox Church (Metropolitan of Chișinău and 
All Moldova, priests such as Ghenadie 
Valuța or the bishop Marchel Mihăescu) 
manifested open endorsement of one of 
the candidates, encouraging their parish-

ioners to vote for him and underlining the 
importance of his religious affi  lia  on, as 
well as the fact that he was bap  sed and 
married as an Orthodox. In the same elec-
toral campaign, several news ar  cles ref-
erenced the “sins” of another candidate 
a  er the LGBT community endorsed him.

All in all, the ci  zens of the Republic of 
Moldova trust the Church but they do not 
want to see it ge   ng involved in poli  cs. 
The poli  cal ins  tu  ons have the lowest 
levels of trust they have ever had, while the 
religious ins  tu  ons con  nue to be trust-
ed by ci  zens. Par  cipa  ng in poli  cal 
ac  vi  es con  nues to reach all  me lows, 
while involvement in religious ac  vi  es 
is much more frequent. However, most 
of the ci  zens reject the idea that priests 
provide recommenda  ons for whom they 
should vote, and a majority disagrees with 
the possibility of having priests as poli  cal 
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V. How does Migra  on aff ect 
Ci  zens’ Percep  ons in the 
Republic of Moldova? 

The Republic of Moldova is a state with 
net emigra  on, that is, the number of cit-
izens leaving the country is larger than 
the number of individuals coming into the 
country. Although there are problems re-
garding the validity of the data about the 
number of ci  zens who le   the country, 
we can use for es  ma  on the sta  s  cs 
provided by the authori  es. Since the 
data for the 2014 Census are not avail-
able, we will take into account the sta  s-
 cs published by the Sta  s  cal Data Bank 

administered by the Na  onal Bureau of 
Sta  s  cs of the Republic of Moldova, 
as well as the 2004 Census data. Thus, 
according to these sources, 273,056 
ci  zens had already le   the country in 
2004. Between 2004 and 2015 another 
60,393 ci  zens emigrated, which leads to 
an es  ma  on of 333,446 total emigrants 
(accoun  ng for the margins of error), the 
equivalent of roughly 10% of the total 
popula  on. According to the Interna  on-
al Organiza  on for Migra  on, however, in 
2015 almost 18% of the ci  zens resided 
outside the Republic of Moldova11, nearly 
twice the offi  cial fi gures from the na  onal 
ins  tu  ons.

Leaving aside the debate on the exact 
number of migrants, what is noteworthy 
is that a signifi cant percentage of the 
popula  on has le   the country. Thus, we 
expect that their infl uence on the values 
and a   tudes of the remaining ci  zens is 
signifi cant. We are interested in emigra-
 on in this sec  on. In general, emigra  on 

(either temporary or permanent) increas-
es the level of tolerance of the migrants, 
especially when the des  na  on countries 
are more tolerant than the origin ones. 
Thus, we assumed that the respondents 
who had le   the Republic of Moldova at 
least once would have a more tolerant 
a   tude. Under these circumstances, we 
will analyze the percep  ons of gender 
roles and of ma  ers pertaning to external 
poli  cs (the rela  ons with the European 
Union and/or with the Russian Federa-
 on), as indicators of measuring to what 

extent the opinions have been aff ected 
by migra  on.

11 According to the country profi le of the Re-
public of Moldova available here: h  p://www.
iom.int/countries/republic-moldova (accessed 
on 15.09.2016). Source: Database of the De-
partment of Social and Economic Aff airs of the 
United Na  ons.

Another important factor that we take 
into account is the indirect interac  on of 
the ci  zens with other socie  es and other 
models of tolerance through the members 
of the migrants’ households. Thus, even 
persons who have never le   the country 
are bound to indirectly socialize to other 
cultural and social models through family 
members who have migrated. We will op-
era  onalize migra  on-mediated exposure 
to diff erent models of tolerance as either 
the direct or indirect interac  on with the 
migra  on experience. To these two cate-
gories we will add that of the respondents 
who have never le   the country and do 
not have a family member who is a resi-
dent of another country. 

44% of the respondents from the sample 
have been abroad at least once, and 24% 
of them spent at least 3 months abroad 
(for those who le   the country several 
 mes, the longest period of  me they 

stayed abroad was taken into consider-
a  on). 17% of the individuals from the 
sample had at least one family member 
who lived, worked or studied abroad12 

| CHART 35 |.

12 We understand by a person residing abroad 
someone who has le   for a minimum of 3 months 
for purposes other than tourism or as a member 
of an offi  cial delega  on.  

Before proceeding to analyze the way the 
migra  on experience impacts people’s 
percep  ons, we will briefl y describe the 
profi le of these categories. The gender 
distribu  on shows us that the women 
from the sample usually lack migra  on 
experience (61%) or have an indirect ex-
perience with emigra  on (64%). 53% of 
men from the sample have been abroad 
at least once, followed closely by 47% of 
women | TABLE 10 |. A poten  al explana  on 
for the gender diff erence is that the for-
mer migrants in our sample had returned 
to the Republic of Moldova because of 
a not very successful migra  on experi-
ence. According to the literature (Vanore 
& Spiegel, 2015), this occurs more fre-
quently with men, who lack the women’s 
capacity to adapt to crisis situa  ons13. 
This is an explana  on that cannot be pur-
sued in this study, given the objec  ves of 
the research, but it could cons  tute a fu-
ture research subject in itself. 

13 See Vanore, M., and Siegel, M., 2015,The evo-
lu  on of gendered migra  on trajectories from Mol-
dova & Georgia, available at h  p://link.springer.
com/ar  cle/10.1007/s40878-015-0001-z

24%

20%

56%

Yes, for more than 3 months
Yes, for less than 3 months
No

CHART 35. HAVE YOU EVER LEFT THE COUNTRY AFTER 1991?

TABLE 10. RESPONDENTS’ GENDER DISTRIBUTION AND MIGRATION EXPERIENCE

With no migration 
experience

Indirect migration 
experience

Direct migration 
experience

Men 39% 36% 53%
Women 61% 64% 47%
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In regard to the economic situa  on of the 
three categories, we tried to determine it 
by analyzing personal income | CHART 36 | 
and the household income | CHART 37 | in 
order to assess the impact of migra  on on 
material well being. The major diff erence 
between the respondents with direct 
migra  on experience and those without 
such an experience is that a larger per-
centage of the former report the lowest 
or the highest personal incomes, whereas 
the la  er usually have fewer than 3000 
lei/month.

Analyzing the household incomes we can 
no  ce a signifi cant diff erence between 
those who have no migra  on experience 
and the other two categories. While the 
share of those who reported no income 
is similar for the three categories, half of 
those with no migra  on experience re-
ported household incomes under 3000 
lei, in opposi  on to 36% of those from 
the other two categories.

We believe that a sa  sfactory explana-
 on is that the households with higher in-

comes benefi t from the remi  ances sent 
by migrant workers, and thus this catego-
ry of ci  zens manages to get by with low 
personal incomes.

In what follows we will compare the three 
categories of respondents in regard to 
their tolerance for religious freedom, 
their a   tude towards human rights and 
their support for conserva  ve values. We 
opera  onalized the conserva  ve a   tude 
as those traits that endorse the following 
tradi  onal values: 1) endorsing the public 
fi nancing of the majority denonima  on; 
2) endorsing mandatory religious classes 
in schools; 3) suppor  ng the involvement 
of priests in poli  cs; 4) rejec  ng abor-
 on under all possible circumstances; 5) 

rejec  ng the rights of non-heterosexual 
persons; 6) rejec  ng “immoral poli  cians” 
(with morally faulty behaviors (according 
to the Orthodox teachings) – the homo-
sexual, the divorced woman, the married 
man with a mistress, the atheist (For a de-
scrip  ve analysis of these profi les see the 
chapter “Religion’s infl uence in poli  cs”).
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CHART 36.  DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME FOR EACH CATEGORY

CHART 37. DISTRIBUTION OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME FOR EACH CATEGORY
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CHART 39. ENDORSEMENT OF DIVIDING HOUSEHOLD DUTIES AND RAISING CHILDREN

CHART 40. SUPPORT FOR WOMEN'S FINANCIAL INDEPENDENCE

Grouping the answers given to the ques-
 ons about the conserva  ve agenda we 

no  ce that the migra  on experience has 
li  le impact on tolerance and openness. 
This could be surprising at fi rst sight, but 
it could be explained by the fact that most 
of the migrants choose as a des  na  on 
country the Russian Federa  on14, and 
that 41% of the rela  ves of the respon-
dents were in Russia at the  me | CHART 
38 |.

Taking these results into account, we de-
cided to look at the percep  on of gender 
roles; focusing on what roles the respon-
dents consider a woman should have out-
side the household and on how house-
hold du  es are divided in the family. We 
built an indicator of the endorsement of 
equal gender roles divison star  ng from 
the following themes: the professional 
advancement of women a  er they have 
children and the impact of having a job on 
children and on the family, how involved 
men are in raising children, women’s fi -
nancial independence, the capacity to 
take decisions in the family, the capacity 
to get involved in poli  cs and business, 
and the importance of educa  onal a  ain-
ment for each of the sexes15. We split this 
indicator into 4 separate topics: 1) fi nan-
cial independence; 2) professional ac  vity 
outside the household – especially a  er 
children are born; 3) women’s par  cipa-
 on in poli  cs; 4) raising children and 

household organiza  on.

We decided to analyze gender equality in 
this par  cular way because we believe it 
is more adequate for the par  cular char-
acteris  cs of the Republic of Moldova 
than the tradi  onal analysis that focuses 
on the woman’s roles in only two spheres 
(household and public life) | CHART 39 |. 

Analyzing the indicator according to mi-
gra  on experience, we no  ce that the 
most supported response is the fi nancial 
independence of women (opera  onal-
ized through her ge   ng an income from 
her job). This is something supported by 
over 90% of the respondents from each 
category | CHART 40 |. A closer look reveals 
that the percentage of those who believe 
that it is important that women support 
themselves is similar to that of women 

14 69% in 2013, according to the Workforce Mi-
gra  on Report published by the Na  onal Bureau 
of Sta  s  cs of the Republic of Moldova. 
15 This indicator was constructed based on ques-
 ons E19-E31 of the ques  onnaire, which is avail-

able on the Soros Founda  on-Moldova website.
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CHART 38. ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE CONSERVATIVE AGENDA ACCORDING TO 
RESPONDENTS  WITH DIFFERENT MIGRATION EXPERIENCES (%)
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CHART 41. SUPPORT OF WOMEN'S PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITYwho believe that the woman is the only 
one responsible for raising children and 
for taking care of the household du  es. 
Defending women’s fi nancial indepen-
dence thus does not seem to be mo  -
vated by a desire to liberate women from 
tradi  onal roles, and we might be seeing 
the con  nued presence of a socialist-era 
feigned endorsement of women empow-
erment discourse. We no  ce that the 
most suppor  ve of equal involvement in 
household du  es are those with indirect 
migra  on experience (58%), followed by 
those with direct migra  on experience 
(47%); the percentage for those with no 
migra  on experience is only 40%.  These 
data back the hypothesis that migra  on 
experience is important for a shi   of 
percep  on regarding gender roles in the 
household. We encourage future studies 
to take a closer look at these dynamics.

In regard to those suppor  ve of the wom-
an’s professional ac  vity – especially af-
ter they have childen – we no  ce that 
migra  on experience is important for 
the respondents’ a   tudes. Once again, 
those with indirect migra  on experience 
are the most open to this (41%), followed 
by those with direct migra  on experience 
(33%). Only 37% of those with no migra-
 on experience endorse women’s profes-

sional ac  vity | CHART 41 |.

Indirect migra  on experience seems to 
have the largest impact on increasing tol-
erance and openness to gender equality.  
One poten  al explana  on could be the 
one briefl y men  oned above, that our 
respondents were migrants who returned 
because they did not adapt to their host 
socie  es. Their return could have been 
caused by a confl ict of values between 
them and the host society, which might 
have contributed to their coming back 
to the Republic of Moldova as a result 
of failing to adapt to the lifestyle in that 
country. 

We have also analyzed the respondents’ 
geopoli  cal op  ons in order to see 
whether miga  on infl uences percep  on 
of interna  onal organiza  ons such as 
the European Union and the Eurasian 
Economic Union. The accession of the 
Republic of Moldova to these organiza-
 ons has been heatedly debated for the 

last couple of years, and both of these 
represent important elements of poli  cal 
par  es’ programs.

Strong Weak
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CHART 42. SUPPORT OF WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS

TABLE 11. SUPPORT FOR INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

European Union Eurasian Economic Union
Favorable Unfavorable Favorable Unfavorable

No migration experience 21% 79% 34% 66%
Direct experience 25% 75% 27% 73%
Indirect experience 24% 76% 28% 72%

We no  ce that the respondents who had 
never le   the country at the  me of re-
search and who had no indirect migra  on 
experience manifested the most favorable 
a   tude to the Eurasian Economic Union 
(34% of them) and the most unfavorable 
towards the European Union (79%) | TABLE  
11 |. One of the explana  ons is that they 
have consumed more Russian mass me-
dia which promotes a more sympathe  c 
a   tude for the Russian-led organiza  on.

In regard to the a   tude of the respon-
dents with either indirect or direct migra-
 on experience, the data show that they 

have similar a   tudes to each of the two 
interna  onal organiza  ons, being a li  le 
more favorable to the Eurasian Economic 
Union. 
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In order to be  er show the support for 
the Republic of Moldova joining one of 
these two organiza  ons we build an in-
dicator based on the answers to the fol-
lowing two ques  ons: “Do you have a 
good or a bad opinion about the following 
interna  onal organiza  ons?” “Do you be-
lieve that the Republic of Moldova should 
join one of the following interna  onal or-
ganiza  ons?” 

We no  ce that those with direct migra-
 on experience support more the Eur-

asian Union (73% of the respondents 
agree with such a poten  al membership). 
The explana  on we put forward is that 
most of the respondents had previously 
been or worked in the Russian Federa-
 on, and thus felt closer to that country 

than to the states of the European Union. 
In regard to a poten  al membership in 
the European Union, the most suppor  ve 
were the respondents who had members 
of their household working abroad. We 
believe that the remi  ances the migrants 
sent home and the possibility to visit 
them in their host countries contributed 
to a favorable a   tude for that organiza-
 on and for a poten  al admission to it. 

In conclusion, we could say that emigra-
 on has a foremost economic and demo-

graphic impact, and it infl uences to a less-
er degree mentality or social values. One 
of the explana  ons is that most of the 
migrants go to the Russian Federa  on, 
a rather conserva  ve country. However, 
we advance as a poten  al explana  on 
the hypothesis that the former migrants 
we had talked to were among the cate-
gory of the “underdogs”, i.e., individuals 
with failed migra  on experiences, lower 
incomes and rather disposed to embrace 
conserva  ve values. 
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Opinion 
Leaders’ 
Attitudes and 
Perceptions4

I. Introduc  on

This sec  on of the report is based on 
qualita  ve data taken from interviews 
with opinion makers in 8 loca  ons where 
surveys were implemented. In each of 
these loca  ons (chosen to balance geo-
graphic, rural/urban and ethnic profi les) 
we interviewed a representa  ve of the 
local administra  on (normally the may-
or), a representa  ve of the local school 
(normally the director), a representa  ve 
of the local Orthodox church (normally 
the priest), and a representa  ve of other 
religious denomina  ons with more than 
50 adherents. In total, there were 33 in-
terviews.

Profi le of the Respondents

Although not required by the design of 
the research instrument, our respondent 
base provides viewpoints from both men 
and women, with varying degrees of pro-
fessional experience and age. Men are 
dispropor  onately represented among 
the opinion makers because all religious 
representa  ves were male. It is worth 
no  ng that the respondents overwhelm-
ingly had superior studies; the greatest di-
versity in educa  on level was among the 
religious representa  ves | TABLE  12 |. 

TABLE 12. THE NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS BASED ON SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CRITERIA

Criteria Categories Number of respondents
Age 25-34 years old 3

35-44 13
45-54 7
Over 55 10

Gender Women 10
Men 23

Declared ethnicity Moldovan/Romanian 27

Ukrainian 1
Russian 1
Gagauz 4

Education level Secondary education 4
Higher education 36
Post-graduate 11
Not declared 1

Years in offi ce Less than 5 years 9
5-9 years 8
10-14 years 8
Over 15 years 8
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Recep  ons of Research

In general, respondents accepted the re-
quest to be interviewed with li  le hesi-
ta  on. Some registered ini  al discomfort 
and uncertainty about their ability to re-
spond accurately, but tended to relax as 
the interview progressed. Several ques-
 oned the need to audio record the inter-

view, but only two refused. 

In general, we accept our informants’ an-
swers as sincere and honest. We detected 
only one instance of misinforma  on – in 
this context rela  ng to funds provided by 
the administra  on to the local Orthodox 
Church. Some (3) religious representa-
 ves appeared to answer our ques  ons 

with reference to “the past” or how things 
“should be” and were reluctant to com-
ment extensively on the present situa  on. 
Two others exhibited extreme discomfort 
with ques  ons about the Metropolitan. 
Another four, from both minority and 
majority religions, sought the permission 
of superiors, consulted with other offi  cial 
religious representa  ves, or a  empted to 
re-direct the interviewer to another offi  -
cial body before agreeing to the interview. 

There was concern for how data might 
be used. In one locality, more than one 
member of the administra  ve staff  made 
it clear that they had been dissa  sfi ed 
with previous media coverage of the lo-
cality. Another informant refused to be 
interviewed un  l he was reassured that 
it was not a media reportage. And a third 
informant was reluctant to be recorded 
because his answers might be re-a  ached 
to other ques  ons or used out of context 
(as is said to happen with media reports). 

Organiza  on of Research

Interview ques  ons were tailored slightly 
for each of the three categories of opin-
ion makers. Each group, however, was 
asked ques  ons bearing on the percep-
 on of diversity; awareness of discrimina-
 on; understanding of human rights and 

the eff ects of their protec  on; prac  ces 
bearing on the separa  on of Church and 
State, and on the State’s even-handed 
treatment of religious organiza  ons; the 
teaching of religion in schools; and role 
models (other states and poli  cal en   es) 
for the Republic of Moldova.

Below we present a brief overview fol-
lowed by several themes that emerged 
as important for each category of opinion 

maker. We do not present an exhaus  ve 
analysis of each ques  on; nor do we pro-
vide a sta  s  cal tally in most cases. Instead, 
we concentrate on iden  fying overall pat-
terns of knowledge, interest, and concern. 

A sec  on on general conclusions and rec-
ommenda  ons follows the presenta  on 
of public administra  on, teaching cadre, 
Orthodox religious representa  ves and 
minority religious representa  ves.

II. Overview

Percep  on of Diversity

We asked ques  ons concerning the pres-
ence of ethnic, religious, poli  cal, eco-
nomic, cultural and social diversity to 
each category of respondents. Interest-
ingly, the ques  on about economic diver-
sity was understood primarily as referring 
to economic agents, rather than to the 
economic status of local inhabitants; so-
cial diversity was interpreted as individual 
economic status; and cultural diversity 
was understood as referring to organized 
ac  vity groups and cultural events. Such 
trends in interpreta  on are important 
to note as they indicate that Moldova’s 
opinion makers con  nue to perceive the 
popula  on as rela  vely homogenous on 
all but ethnic and religious grounds, and 
some minor dis  nc  ons in wealth. Nei-
ther strong diff erences of class nor of 
“lifestyle” are noted, even in urban areas. 
This means that “diversity” and thus po-
ten  al for “discrimina  on” are seen gen-
erally in a quite restricted scope, namely 
in terms of ethnicity (language) or religion.    

Presence of NGOs

We asked ques  ons of each category 
about the presence of NGOs as exis  ng 
or poten  al collaborators for two rea-
sons.  First was to gauge a sense of the 
strength of “civil society” in local areas as 
a counterpart to the ques  ons we asked 
about Church and State. In other words, 
what poten  al partners do religious or-
ganiza  ons have other than public ad-
ministra  on? The second reason was to 
discover if there were sources of infor-
ma  on, support or ac  vism for minori  es 
in local communi  es. In general, none 
of the categories of respondents look to 
civil society organiza  ons for support or 
partnership. Public administrators de-
scribe the existence of more NGOs in 

the locali  es than the other respondents 
perceive; but, they also indicate that most 
such NGOs are formed only when there 
is the possibility to apply for or receive 
funding, and that such groups are proj-
ect-specifi c. Minority religious groups are 
the excep  on, in that they tend to have 
a connec  on with at least one other or-
ganiza  on, though that organiza  on is 
typically based outside of the locality and 
may even be abroad. These connec  ons 
are a source of grievance for Orthodox 
representa  ves, but they do not appar-
ently seek their own connec  ons with 
NGOs or chari  es in Moldova or abroad. 
One locality (4) reported more extensive 
collabora  ons with NGOs and chari-
 es than did the others; in this loca  on, 

schools, religious organiza  ons, and pub-
lic administra  on were involved in several 
overlapping projects. The high level of ac-
 vity seems to be the result of the social 

assistant’s ini  a  ve.

III. Public Administra  on

Percep  on of Diversity

Of the four categories of respondents, 
only representa  ves of public adminis-
tra  on reported diversity with posi  ve 
or merely factual expressions. This was 
par  cularly visible in the repor  ng of 
religious diversity (which among other 
categories of respondent was described 
as “enough”, as if it were undesirable) 
and poli  cal diversity (which was o  en 
nega  vely viewed by other categories of 
respondent who would have preferred 
unity). 

Rights and Human Rights

Fewer than half of the representa  ves of 
public administra  on volunteered a clear 
defi ni  on of Human Rights. Of these, the 
responses included the right to speech, to 
live how one likes, to do as one likes, to 
dress as one likes, and to have one’s own 
“vision”; rights to educa  on and health; 
to have the sense that one is protected; 
rights indiff erent to color of skin, na  on-
ality, religion.

More than half insist that rights must be 
paired with obliga  ons, and that people 
tend to forget these. Descrip  ons of ob-
liga  ons are, however, extremely vague: 
maintaining public order, not throwing 
garbage in another’s yard. 
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Two of the respondents understand that 
human rights include rights for sexual mi-
nori  es. One expresses support for the 
law, but says the popula  on does not 
support it. The other expresses a “person-
al opinion” that it is not “normal” to guar-
antee rights to sexual minori  es (specif-
ically in the form of extending rights to 
adop  on).

Percep  on of Discrimina  on

At least half of the representa  ves of 
public administra  on provide details of at 
least one kind of discrimina  on occurring 
in their locality in the recent past: gender, 
linguis  c-ethnic slurs, inter-religious slurs 
and some  mes minor physical alterca-
 ons, restricted access to school and pub-

lic resources by handicapped children, and 
physical access to buildings (even medical 
facili  es). All of them, however, declare 
that there are “no” categories of people 
who face discrimina  on in their locality.

The denial of discrimina  on is explained 
in rela  ve terms: either the discrimina  on 
is not violent, or it has improved, or it has 
not been offi  cially registered with the po-
lice. In some cases, the example given is 
of a poten  al form of discrimina  on (e.g. 
in educa  on) that has been resolved.

Church and State

Support for religious organiza  ons. There 
is a nearly unanimous desire for public 
administra  on to support religious or-
ganiza  ons. This is normally understood 
as referring to the Orthodox Church, but 
representa  ves also understand that the 
law requires them to not discriminate. 
Direct support for religious organiza  ons 
is reported as small-scale: food for the 
annual Hram celebra  on (Patron Saint’s 
Day) at the Orthodox Church, free space 
and electricity for events hosted by other 
denomina  ons, prepara  on of paperwork 
(for building projects, grant applica  ons, 
etc.), use of machinery.

The poten  al for discrimina  on remains, 
as  men  oned more extensively by repre-
senta  ves of minority religions, in the al-
loca  on of land for building projects and 
in fi nancial support. The vehicle for these 
forms of support is the local council. Rep-
resenta  ves of public administra  ons 
in two cases men  on that substan  al 
sums of money for church repair works 
and building of Orthodox churches had 

been authorized by the local council. One 
par  cipant verifi es this possibility by ex-
plaining that the city council cannot make 
such discre  onary awards (nor do they 
have the money), but that they are always 
looking for ways to do so; one possibility 
may be in iden  fying Orthodox churches 
as “city buildings”. 

Volunteer work. Another form of sup-
port that is provided to the Orthodox 
Church consists in sending employees 
of the administra  on to perform work 
at the church. This occurs in  mes of re-
pair works, and in  mes of prepara  on 
for celebra  ons. There is no discussion 
about the terms of this volunteer labor 
(e.g. whether workers must take  me off , 
whether they receive pay, or whether it 
is truly voluntary). Such labor is not de-
scribed as being off ered to (or requested 
from) minority religious organiza  ons.

Display of religious symbols. The dis-
play of (Orthodox) religious symbols and 
blessing of offi  ces in the public admin-
istra  on is not considered problema  c. 
The choice to display an icon is consid-
ered a personal choice of the offi  ce work-
er. The presence of icons in the vehicles 
of public administra  on is unilaterally 
denied. Representa  ves acknowledge 
that the offi  ce building was blessed when 
it was fi rst constructed; only one  ac-
knowledges that the offi  ces are blessed 
annually. He has his offi  ce blessed, but 
says that all the other workers decide for 
themselves. There are no reports of con-
fl ict over icons, as there were in a few of 
the schools.

Cemeteries. Confl icts over the use of 
cemeteries have been reported in previ-
ous studies of the situa  on of religious 
and human rights in Moldova. In each of 
the 8 locali  es where our research was 
conducted, such confl icts were said to 
have never existed or to have been re-
solved. The common solu  on is for public 
administra  on to retain responsibility for 
the cemetery, and for an Orthodox plot 
to be dis  nguished from the others. In 
some loca  ons, cleaning and maintaining 
the cemetery is undertaken as a joint col-
labora  on between all religious denomi-
na  ons on specifi cally announced days. 
Nevertheless, poten  al for “disagree-
ments” remains – for example, when an 
Orthodox priest a  empts to bless the 
graves of non-Orthodox. Such incidences 
are not reported or registered as confl icts, 
and are said to be “resolved” in the mo-
ment.

Public events. The responses from public 
administrators suggest that the inclusion 
of religious organiza  ons in public events 
is haphazard, but so far unproblema  c. 
In this respect, events planned by public 
administra  on diff er from those planned 
by the schools. Religious minori  es are 
not invited to the installa  on of new 
monuments, although Orthodox priests 
are invited to bless them. There seems 
to be no recollec  on of what happens at 
commemora  ve events in the locali  es. 
There is awareness, however, of the need 
to not discriminate. On the ques  on of 
Hram, one respondent reported a strict 
dis  nc  on between the program planned 
by the administra  on (non-religious) and 
that planned by the Church. Two others 
reported that they deliberately involve 
the other confessions in the non-religious 
program, specifi cally with sports.

Church's Engagement in Law 
Development 

Representa  ves of public administra  on 
refl ected carefully on our ques  on about 
whether the Orthodox Church should 
have the privilege of consul  ng on laws 
before their introduc  on. They under-
stood that such a consulta  on would 
require a specifi c mechanism and that 
such a mechanism would interfere with 
the strict separa  on of Church and State. 
Even if such separa  on is never perfect, 
these respondents express general sup-
port for the principle. Separa  on does 
not preclude the possibility that Church 
and State would work “in the same di-
rec  on”. Some express the opinion that 
the Church (and other religious organiza-
 ons) can express its opinion through the 

voices of its members as ci  zens. Such a 
perspec  ve is not at all unanimous: one 
of them voices support for the Church’s 
consulta  on on religious laws, and an-
other one thinks the Church should be 
consulted generally because of the pop-
ula  on’s Orthodox iden  ty and because 
people have greater belief in the Church 
than in Parliament or poli  cians.

IV. Schools

The responses of school representa  ves 
are important ones. Of the four catego-
ries of opinion makers, school represen-
ta  ves were the most confi dent about 
their knowledge of rights. Yet their other 
responses betray an extremely mixed un-
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derstanding of (or support for) the same 
topic. Similarly, though they (like others) 
report that there is no discrimina  on 
in the locality, their responses refl ect a 
much wider understanding of prac  ces 
that might cons  tute discrimina  on than 
do the other categories of interviewees.

In general, it can be said that the school 
representa  ves would prefer a less di-
verse community, united around common 
tradi  ons, religious beliefs, and poli  cs. 
They are strong supporters of “public 
order”. At the same  me, both their own 
descrip  ons and those of minority reli-
gious leaders indicate that school repre-
senta  ves go to great lengths to accom-
modate diversity when it presents; they 
would rather work together than remain 
in confl ict.

Percep  on of Diversity

School representa  ves were the most 
nega  ve in their assessments of exis  ng 
forms of diversity: one of them even de-
scribed religious diversity as “abnormal” 
and unfortunate. In contrast to public 
administrators who were rela  vely poli  c 
on the ques  on of diversity, some school 
directors were frank in expressing a pref-
erence for Orthodoxy. Poli  cal diversity 
was similarly problema  c for them, but at 
least, said one representa  ve, no one was 
a “fana  c” about his poli  cal beliefs.

Rights and Human Rights

School representa  ves are confi dent 
in their knowledge of rights. They also 
believe that schoolchildren are well in-
structed in their rights and in procedures 
for protec  ng themselves against abuse 
and discrimina  on; some men  on public-
ly posted informa  on in school buildings. 
In at least one case, the local police have 
provided instruc  on to students.

Only two representa  ves provided more 
than 2 examples of a “human right”;16 and 
no one right was men  oned by more than 
two individuals. The rights men  oned 
twice were the rights to life, a name, and 
health. Other human rights given were 
those to: rest, work, employment; private 

16 For all the research instruments, when analyz-
ing responses to ques  ons about “human rights”, 
we accepted the informants’ defi ni  ons. We did 
not sort out “correct” or “incorrect” responses 
with recourse to any formal or legal defi ni  ons.

life (specifi cally sexual orienta  on); to not 
vote; to educa  on; to the religion of one’s 
choice; to opinion; social protec  on; and 
food for children.

Like public administrators, school rep-
resenta  ves emphasized the important 
pairing of rights with obliga  ons. De-
scrip  ons of “obliga  ons”, however, were 
similarly unclear. Breach of obliga  ons 
is visible when someone fails to consid-
er the impact of his exercise of “rights” 
on others (as possibly infringing others’ 
rights). One of them referred back to the 
“right to work”, no  ng that one has an ob-
liga  on to look for work, especially if one 
claims unemployment benefi ts. Another 
one claimed that minority religions that 
do not vote do not uphold their obliga-
 ons to the state.

Those who know that rights are guaran-
teed by Moldova’s Cons  tu  on do not 
see the need for Human Rights to be 
guaranteed separately. Others give the 
opinion that it would be good to guaran-
tee “some rights”, so long as they would 
really be enforced, respected, and that 
people would be “protected”. Guaran-
teeing rights is seen as possibly leading 
to “anarchy”, though not necessarily im-
morality. The solu  on proposed is that 
discussion of “rights” should be accompa-
nied by discussion of “obliga  ons”. 

Laws and Legal Protec  on

School representa  ves are more outspo-
ken than representa  ves of other groups 
in cri  cizing the state’s failure to uphold 
and apply its laws. This cri  cism runs 
throughout the interviews. It makes its 
fi rst appearance, as noted above, in ab-
stract ques  ons about rights. It con  nues 
in the specifi c discussion of whether stu-
dents know how to protect themselves 
from discrimina  on or to seek jus  ce 
when their rights are abused. It also ap-
pears in responses to ques  ons about 
role models for Moldova (see below).

As men  oned above, school representa-
 ves are confi dent that students know 

their rights. But, they see substan  al ev-
idence that children’s rights are not pro-
tected in prac  ce. One interviewee was 
most explicit in this discussion. 

Another one of them comments that 
students are unlikely to use what they 
know because they rarely have the cour-
age to denounce someone; they right-

ly fear backlash. Nor do they have role 
models among adults in pursuing legal 
avenues of jus  ce. Vic  ms of domes  c 
abuse are o  en returned to the families 
that vic  mized them. The police refuse 
to intervene in reported cases of public 
sexual harassment. And even this school 
director admits that she encountered so 
much anger from a girl’s father and gener-
al public opinion when she had followed 
legal procedures in dealing with a female 
student, that she herself concluded that 
the legal procedures (while correct) were 
not a good way to proceed in the locality. 

Percep  on of Discrimina  on

Percep  on of discrimina  on is mixed. 
As with rights, school representa  ves 
are confi dent they know what “discrim-
ina  on” means. The examples, given, 
however, indicate that there is not a 
common understanding. One par  cipant 
provides examples of discrimina  on in: 
access to school; when one person is al-
located housing but another is not; and 
discrimina  on by medical professionals 
in dispensing treatment. The grounds 
of discrimina  on are not made clear. In 
the opinion of the principal, Roma may 
be denied services if they do not have a 
“normal” behaviour; the principal fi nds it 
reasonable that Roma should be punished 
for their unacceptable behavior, and that 
such punishment should not be called 
“discrimina  on”. In the case of homo-
sexuality, in par  cular, “discrimina  on” 
is understood as physical violence. One 
par  cipant describes an atmosphere of 
frequent verbal confl icts between ethnic 
Ukrainians and ethnic Moldovans, but de-
nies that this is “confl ict” or that discrimi-
na  on on ethnic grounds is present. 

Claims of discrimina  on are o  en consid-
ered bids for special treatment (e.g. when 
Roma claim that their children are receiv-
ing marks lower than they merit). And, it 
is not uncommon to point to groups that 
merit privilege (e.g. gi  ed children) who 
do not receive extra support (in contrast 
to those, like mentally handicapped chil-
dren, who do receive extra support) .

Role Models for Moldova

Ques  ons about poten  al role models 
for Moldova inspired rela  vely li  le inter-
est among most interviewees. Religious 
representa  ves were cau  ous in their 
answers (see below), while public admin-
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istrators tended to avoid the ques  on 
with diploma  c responses that some-
thing could be learned from each country 
and/or that no country could serve as a 
full model, and that Moldova would need 
to develop its own path. School repre-
senta  ves, however, responded to such 
ques  ons as yet another opportunity to 
comment on the importance of law, pub-
lic order, moral role models in govern-
ment, and the importance of low unem-
ployment to public order. Specifi c points 
men  oned included the need for clearly 
posted public regula  ons; consistent and 
impar  al enforcement; and the impar  al-
ity of the police.

The countries men  oned were exclusive-
ly Western European countries: Germany, 
UK, Switzerland, Sweden, Norway, Spain, 
Austria, Holland, Denmark. Russia is nev-
er considered a good role model on ac-
count of its high levels of corrup  on.

Religion in School

The experiences reported in the sample 
locali  es are diverse. Some report that 
religion is off ered in school on an op-
 onal basis, and that there have been no 

complaints among parents or students. 
Others report that religion is not off ered, 
although it has been off ered in the past. 
There is general support for the subject 
to be off ered as an op  onal course. There 
are at least two cases in which Orthodox 
and minority religious courses have been 
off ered in an apparently confl ict-free ar-
rangement.

School directors claim responsibility for 
introducing or cancelling the subject. 
There is no indica  on from the interview-
ees that parents or students have solic-
ited the course, although some religious 
representa  ves describe gathering signa-
tures to pe   on for the course. 

Another case is illustra  ve of local confl ict 
and resolu  on. This is described not in 
terms of the law, but as “living well” with 
everyone, and not “ruining rela  ons”. In 
the capacity of school director, one par  c-
ipant a  empted to off er religious instruc-
 on from the Orthodox priest. Represen-

ta  ves of 13 religious minori  es appeared 
in his offi  ce together to argue against this 
approach, and he ceded. On another oc-
casion, the priest arrived to sanc  fy the 
school and its classrooms (something “nor-
mal” thought the principal), but children 
of the minority religions hid under their 

desks to avoid being sprinkled with holy 
water. These episodes have convinced the 
principal not to off er religious instruc  on 
(not even op  onally) or (un  l things have 
calmed down) to allow the sanc  fi ca  on 
of the school. Even where religious minori-
 es have not objected to teaching religion, 

a director may have chosen not to intro-
duce the subject; this occurs even when 
the director is strongly in favor of Ortho-
doxy. The objec  ons of only a few parents 
may be enough to convince a director not 
to off er courses in religion.

A common solu  on to accommodate chil-
dren whose parents do not want them to 
study religion is to place the course at the 
end of the day. Non-par  cipants go home 
early, while the others remain. In some 
cases, this solu  on is seen as imprac  cal 
because the children who should remain 
will be so hungry that none of them will 
want to stay.

Opinions also vary on who should teach 
religion, and how it should be taught. 
Some favor the course being taught by a 
priest (as in most cases occurs), but there 
is concern that priests may not know how 
to “work with children” and should have 
addi  onal pedagogical training. 

Among school representa  ves, opin-
ions about how the subject should be 
taught are also more diverse than in oth-
er groups. In this group, there are voices 
for the subject to be taught “as a science” 
with no component of “prayer”, some-
 mes even in opposi  on to the director’s 

own professed beliefs. The preference for 
the subject to be taught as a science may 
be mo  vated by a desire to avoid confl ict. 
Incorpora  ng informa  on about religion 
into courses on history and civics is also 
considered a reasonable approach. Nev-
ertheless, the subject of religion is seen as 
valuable for its capacity to draw students 
to religious prac  ce, as well as “educație” 
and “cultură” (lit. educa  on and culture, 
but encompassing the meaning of moral 
behavior).  Another interviewee reports 
the same eff ects from the teaching of re-
ligion by a minority representa  ve.

Religion in Educa  on

There is other evidence that school di-
rectors are under pressure to navigate 
the place of religion in educa  on. One 
principal explicitly says that the teaching 
cadre con  nuously discusses the ma  er 
of teaching religion in school, and that it 

is always necessary to come to a decision 
“somewhere in the middle”. 

In some schools, it has been necessary 
to stop the annual prac  ce of blessing 
the schoolrooms. In others, this prac  ce 
con  nues, but it has been necessary to 
remove most icons and religious symbols.  

Schools also encounter problems related 
to religious diversity in the organiza  on 
of extracurricular ac  vi  es, celebra  ons, 
and fes  vals. The children of some re-
ligious minori  es do not par  cipate in 
ac  vi  es involving performance (singing, 
dancing, masking). In other cases, they 
do not join in the celebra  on of religious 
holidays (e.g. Easter). Interviews with the 
representa  ves of minority religions indi-
cate that this has been a topic of much 
discussion, and that it has evolved so 
that many children of minority religions 
do par  cipate, provided that the content 
of the program is not in direct contradic-
 on with religious beliefs (see sec  on V 

below). To the extent that ac  vi  es are 
organized outside of the locality (e.g. 
district-level fes  vals), it is harder for 
schools and minori  es to fi nd a common 
solu  on.

There are numerous points of contact be-
tween School and Church which might be 
perceived as discrimina  on. For example, 
one par  cipant notes that students help 
clean the Orthodox Church in prepara-
 on for Hram (non-Orthodox students 

do not help); the Orthodox priest (and 
even higher offi  cials) are invited to school 
celebra  ons (1 September, Last Bell), 
but minority religious leaders are not in-
vited; the Orthodox Church may help 
organize some school fes  vi  es. Individ-
ual teachers may encourage students to 
pray, specifi cally to icons in the classroom 
(for health, good studying). One principal 
presents an example in which the teach-
ing cadre support the display of religious 
symbols, even if they prac  ce diff erent 
religions; some parents have complained, 
but the confl ict remains subdued and the 
teachers explain to students that there is 
no discrimina  on about whether or not 
they believe. Annual sanc  fi ca  on of the 
school and classrooms remains common; 
in other cases, it is undertaken only in 
 mes of re-building.

Religion and State

Despite their general support for law and 
public order, school offi  cials generally had 
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li  le comment on actual or desirable rela-
 ons between religious organiza  ons and 

the state. Some could not imagine how 
the Church would infl uence law (par  c-
ularly in the case of reviewing laws), be-
cause of separa  on between Church and 
State. In some cases, the desirability of 
this separa  on was enforced; the Church, 
it was said, should remain a spiritual ha-
ven and a force for connec  ng people in 
diff erent social situa  ons (rich and poor). 
Therefore, in poli  cal and economic con-
cerns, the Church should not be involved.

Support for the separa  on of Church 
and State was by no means consistent. 
Some who expressed this view were also 
strong supporters of religious educa  on 
in school. In contrast, one of the voices 
against teaching religion in school voiced 
a strong opinion that a “collabora  on” be-
tween Church and State was desirable in 
the domain of law-making: nothing bad 
could come from keeping the 10 Com-
mandments in view. 

In short, all supported some infl uence 
and involvement of the Church because 
of its moral authority, but they thought 
the Church needed to preserve its spiri-
tual purity. There was no coherent vision, 
not even for individuals, in the balance of 
these rela  ons.

Tendencies

Among school offi  cials, it can be said 
that there is strong support for increas-
ing familiariza  on with religion as such. It 
is seen as normal that religion should be 
Orthodoxy; there is general support for 
the Church (as an ins  tu  on) to be pres-
ent and ac  ve in the locality. The Church 
(and its Priest) is usually considered a 
“good partner”, and Orthodox tradi  ons 
are considered unproblema  c unless mi-
nori  es object to them.

Orthodoxy apparently appeals to school 
offi  cials because of its promise of moral 
educa  on. Religion is expected to off er 
something “beau  ful for the soul”. More-
over, the  promise of moral-religious edu-
ca  on, whether undertaken in church or 
school, appeals because school offi  cials 
want an orderly society. They want laws 
to be upheld and for people to behave 
with concern for others. They want an 
end to the corrup  on that they see as 
endemic in contemporary society. When 
faced with demands from non-Orthodox 
individuals or organiza  ons to be includ-

ed, school offi  cials tend to be accommo-
da  ng, as long as they can con  nue to 
fi t the minority religions into their view 
of what religion should off er in terms of 
moral guidance.

V. Orthodox Representa  ves

Rights and Human Rights

Orthodox representa  ves described 
rights both in norma  ve (legal) terms and 
with reference to rights off ered by God. 
Norma  ve understandings included the 
rights to life, work, rest, educa  on, and 
medical treatment. Rights off ered by God 
included those of belief and choice of 
confession and are some  mes equated 
with “Free Will”.  

Throughout the text of the interviews, 
there is evidence that at least some Or-
thodox representa  ves know the lan-
guage of Human Rights well enough to 
express their own “rights” (as individuals 
and as Church representa  ves) in terms 
of rights to privacy/private life, free con-
science (if not freedom of conscience), 
rights of children, etc. In this respect, 
their engagement with the topic of rights 
is more sophis  cated than that of either 
public administra  on or school repre-
senta  ves. Indeed, at least three of the 
Church Representa  ves were engaged 
with legal cases.

Representa  ves of the Orthodox Church 
are careful to endorse legal protec  on of 
rights. Some say that State protec  on is 
not necessary because God has already 
granted such rights. There are mul  ple 
cau  ons that the State should “think”  
before guaranteeing rights, both for their 
prac  cal ramifi ca  ons in lawsuits and re-
quirements of the state, and for possible 
contradic  ons with Orthodox Chris  ani-
ty. There are cau  ons that the Church will 
not support sins as “rights”. 

As among other categories of respon-
dents, Orthodox Representa  ves em-
phasize that people have “obliga  ons” 
in addi  on to “rights”. These remain, as 
elsewhere, poorly explained, but include 
military service and blood dona  ons (i.e. 
“obliga  ons” to the state that some mi-
nority religious groups have nego  ated, 
see below). 

Although Orthodox representa  ves are 
careful to dis  nguish the kinds of “rights” 

that are acceptable to the Church, there is 
li  le evidence from these interviews that 
Church representa  ves in Moldova ad-
here strictly to the “alterna  ve” discourse 
on Human Rights being developed by 
the Russian Orthodox Church (or indeed 
by other world Churches). In these inter-
views, for example, the theme of “human 
dignity” never appeared and the discus-
sion of “free will” was quite subdued. The 
right to work is men  oned, but in a nor-
ma  ve sense, as it is men  oned by other 
categories of interviewees. “Harmony” is 
cri  cally assessed by one respondent and 
restricted to a considera  on of laws and 
Church teachings by another. 

Percep  on of Religious Rights and 
Discrimina  on

Several priests assert “their rights” against 
those of religious minori  es, but it is not 
usually clear what they mean. Only one 
seems to provide an example: this is a 
priest who was taken to court for inci  ng 
violence against prosely  zers who ap-
peared in his village on a religious holiday. 
He won the case, but he does not explain 
the grounds for the decision. Throughout 
his interview, Rights to Privacy and Belief 
are frequent themes.

Importantly, respondents expressed the 
sense that it was the Orthodox Church 
that the State discriminates against. Only 
one respondent provided a clear explana-
 on of this posi  on: despite the Church’s 

Soviet-era persecu  on and its role as 
tradi  onal religion, it has been placed 
in a posi  on of “equality” vis-à-vis other 
denomina  ons. Minority religions were 
suspected of benefi  ng from the fi nancial 
support of the State or outside organiza-
 ons to which the Orthodox Church had 

no access. None of the respondents ac-
knowledged that most minority religious 
groups in the locali  es were present 
during the Soviet period and equally, if 
not more greatly, subject to state perse-
cu  on.

Morality: Public and Private

In the interviews with school represen-
ta  ves, themes of public order and moral 
educa  on were prominent, although not 
o  en elaborated. School representa  ves 
expressed the desire for an orderly coun-
try (with laws applied consistently and 
impar  ally) and considered the moral ed-
uca  on of children (specifi cally through 
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religious educa  on) as an important com-
ponent for ensuring the country’s future 
improvement. On the whole, school rep-
resenta  ves did not express the opinion 
that the guaranteeing of Human Rights 
would endanger this process. On the con-
trary, it was important to them that the 
State uphold all of its laws; just as it was 
important that ci  zens uphold their own 
obliga  ons to the State.

In contrast, Orthodox Representa  ves 
provided a view of Rights in which the 
guaranteeing of rights could endanger 
public morality. It should be noted that 
none of the representa  ves makes such 
a simple equa  on; only one admits that 
“problems” could emerge from the guar-
antee of some laws. But most of the in-
terviewees do comment that guarantee-
ing the rights of sexual minori  es goes 
“against nature” because homosexuality 
is a vice. They are concerned, too, that 
guaranteeing Rights produces “too much 
liberty” with regards to public expressions 
of sexuality, and that children are being 
prematurely exposed to informa  on 
about sex and sexuality. It should be not-
ed that at least two of the representa  ves 
were at pains to be diploma  c in their re-
sponses, especially one, who repeatedly 
expressed his personal discomfort rather 
than a religious perspec  ve.

Homosexual rela  ons are implicitly 
equated with smoking and the consump-
 on of alcohol. Smoking and alcohol are 

both dangerous to health, and the state 
regulates their sale and consump  on in 
the interest of public health. The implica-
 on is that sexuality should be similarlarly 

regulated by the state. 

Inter-religious Rela  ons

Most informa  on about inter-religious 
rela  ons in Moldova emphasizes tensions 
and confl icts. In our interviews, we there-
fore asked ques  ons about the possibili-
 es for collabora  on with other religious 

organiza  ons.

In some cases, collabora  ons are report-
ed as ac  ve in the locality. These are of 
three types, all largely informal: 1) per-
sonal rela  ons between the leaders of 
congrega  ons; 2) support in money and 
labor of be  er-off  members of the locali-
ty to denomina  ons other than their own; 
3) co-par  cipa  on in charitable ac  vi  es, 
though rarely through joint ini  a  ve. 
When not already present, collabora  on 

in the “social domain” (e.g. charitable 
works) is considered possible.

There is some willingness to collaborate 
with other religious organiza  ons in spir-
itual ac  vi  es, of whom Catholics are the 
most likely, but the belief systems of most 
denomina  ons are considered too diff er-
ent  and canon law is said to prevent Or-
thodox from “praying with here  cs”. 

Only one respondent saw the possibility 
for common poli  cal ac  on, for example 
in the opposi  on to abor  on.

Diff erences between the Bessarabian and 
Moldavian Patriarchates may be ascribed 
to “personal” poli  cs and to poli  cs more 
generally, both in the ini  al dispute over 
the Bessarabian, and in ongoing devel-
opments where more than one of the 
patriarchates are present.  Otherwise, 
exchange between the two churches; 
mutual visits to monasteries and church-
es, communica  on between priests, etc. 
is not aff ected. These opinions outweigh 
those expressed by one par  cipant who 
maintained that “families have been divid-
ed” by the existence of the two churches. 
Though representa  ves tend to express 
a preference for a single church (two Or-
thodox churches are “abnormal”), they do 
not express preference for one over the 
other. Instead, they see the presence of 
two as poli  cal manipula  on by both Ro-
mania and Russia. 

Lack of “Respect” by Minori  es

Orthodox representa  ves do not like 
some of the approaches of minority con-
fessions. For example, there are frequent 
disparaging remarks about religious rep-
resenta  ves who “go through streets,” 
“knock on doors,” and stop people on 
the street to hold “religious debates”. 
The preference of the Orthodox repre-
senta  ves is that people should come to 
the building (of any confession). There is 
also a tendency to see religious minori  es 
as “proud” (not gree  ng the Orthodox 
priest) and as “discrimina  ng” against the 
Orthodox in the sense of poin  ng out the 
Church’s failings (without acknowledging 
their own). 

There is suspicion that minority religions 
are “pyramid schemes”,  and some frus-
tra  on that they seem be  er able to re-
spond fi nancially to the popula  on than 
is the Orthodox Church, possibly because 
they were “funded”. Also suspicion that 

minority religions are “organized” and 
“have a plan” (for conversion). One infor-
mant off ered a detailed descrip  on of mi-
nority religions as concerned with prose-
ly  sya  on and conversion, both of which 
are not upheld by Orthodox. He describes 
a variety of conversion prac  ces (e.g. 
driving cars to service to display wealth, 
asking people encountered on the road if 
they will come to service, children playing 
outside during their lessons at school). He 
also objects to the use of public space by 
minori  es to host events.

As with the “obliga  ons” that minority 
religions have to the state and the de-
gree to which their children par  cipate 
in extra-curricular ac  vi  es, prac  ces 
of prosely  za  on appear to have been 
modifi ed in the past several years by mi-
nority religions in the locality (see sec  on 
on minority religious representa  ves, be-
low). The depic  ons of Orthodox priests 
should be suspected therefore as outdat-
ed stereotypes.

Role Models for Moldova

When asked about role models for 
Moldova, Orthodox representa  ves re-
sponded directly to the rela  on between 
Church and State. Germany was cited 
three  mes, though on one it was the 
func  oning of laws that was most ad-
mired rather than the laws themselves. 
Otherwise, representa  ves looked to 
other post-socialist Orthodox church-
state rela  ons: Russia, as well as Romania 
and Bulgaria. Byzan  um was considered 
the best model for “harmony”. Signifi -
cantly, Greece (with its much longer ex-
perience of naviga  ng [European] Human 
Rights issues) was not men  oned. None 
of the Orthodox models were accepted 
in whole. Respondents were par  cularly 
careful to qualify that what they admire 
about Russia are the limita  ons it places 
on minority religions. “Modern” Russia 
was seen as more problema  c than Tsa-
rist Russia as a model.  

Religion in School

Orthodox representa  ves rarely denied 
the possibility of teaching other religions 
because, they said, Orthodoxy (as Chris-
 anity) is a “tolerant” religion. Even the 

one representa  ve who said that it would 
be impossible to teach mul  ple religions, 
signaled the willingness of the Orthodox: 
he blamed minority religions for their lack 
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of interest. S  ll, they assume that Or-
thodoxy should be the primary point of 
reference, and that the teaching of other 
religions should help to deepen under-
standing of Orthodoxy. 

There is widespread agreement that the 
person who teaches religion should be 
a “specialist”: in some cases this means 
that priests should have addi  onal ped-
agogical training akin to that undergone 
by teachers; in others it means thorough 
theological knowledge (including histo-
ry of Churches, etc.). Regardless of the 
specifi c creden  als to be held, Orthodox 
leaders indicate a preference for a priest 
to do the teaching. 

Orthodox representa  ves recognize dis-
criminatory prac  ces within the educa-
 onal se   ng, but they see the problems 

as stemming from the minority religious 
groups themselves, or as being the less-
er of problems.  For example, they know 
that some children do not par  cipate in 
school or district fes  vals. They see this 
as a choice (rather than discrimina  on per 
se), and a bad one because it prevents 
children from “giving back” to the school. 
Similarly, the non-par  cipa  on of minori-
ty children in funeral rites for teachers is 
seen as preven  ng them from showing 
respect.

Religion and State

Orthodox representa  ves approach pub-
lic administra  on for fi nancial assistance 
on some occasions (e.g. for repairs). They 
report that such assistance is rarely pro-
vided (because of various laws), but that it 
would be “welcome”. Beyond the locality, 
the State makes money from the Church 
from tourism to monasteries, but fails to 
protect other churches. One representa-
 ve off ered a coherent view of the State’s 

failure to provide funding for buildings 
and repair as part of post-Soviet res  tu-
 on.

Although public administra  on is barred 
from giving money to the Church, local 
public administra  on and individual ad-
ministrators may be sympathe  c to the 
Church. One par  cipant, for example, 
men  ons an a  empt by the local coun-
cil to donate the proceeds from selling 
a kindergarten (in which the Church had 
held services in the absence of a physi-
cal church) to the Church. A commission 
from Chisinau inves  gated and declared 
the arrangement illegal. 

Though they receive nothing from the 
State and may be even discriminated by 
it, Orthodox representa  ves feel that the 
Church is “called” by  public administra-
 on to bless state buildings and schools, 

and to par  cipate in public events. “Of 
course”, they do this. Between the sets 
of interviews, it is clear interac  ons be-
tween public administra  on and the 
Church, as well as between Church and 
School, may be ini  ated by either side. 

Concerning the rela  on between Church 
and State at a more abstract level, Ortho-
dox representa  ves may distance them-
selves from “poli  cs”, claiming that their 
role is to “unite” people rather than to 
“divide” them.

In general, a division between Church and 
State is upheld. One par  cipant says that 
they are each “diff erent structures in the 
moral plan”; the State is concerned with 
the material, and the Church with the 
spiritual. Even if the Church some  mes 
is concerned with the material, the two 
structures should not be united. Never-
theless, full separa  on is not realis  c be-
cause even if it is declared (as in USSR), 
some of the people in government will be 
believers, and then what is in their heart 
will be manifest. 

There is disagreement about the desir-
ability of a special role for the Church. 
Most representa  ves accept the status 
quo, but there is one strong voice on 
either side. One par  cipant strongly up-
holds separa  on because if priests re-
ceived salaries they would be subject to 
“certain pressures”. In contrast, another 
expresses the opinion that if Church and 
State were not separate, then the State 
would have to provide the much desired 
fi nancial support for Church buildings, 
perhaps through a system of grants. 

Administra  on of Cemeteries 

In the locali  es where interviews were 
conducted, there were small-scale con-
fl icts concerning cemeteries and buri-
al prac  ces in the past, and some s  ll 
emerge. All Orthodox representa  ves 
(and their counterparts in minority reli-
gious organiza  ons and public adminis-
tra  on) considered the problems to be 
resolved and resolvable at the local level. 
All cemeteries had been divided into sep-
arate plots for the Orthodox and non-Or-
thodox. In at least two cases, the Ortho-
dox Church had a  empted to administer 

the cemetery in the past, but all remained 
under public administra  on specifi cally to 
resolve problems that might emerge be-
tween the denomina  ons. Poten  al for 
confl ict remains in cases of burying family 
members of diff erent religions in a com-
mon plot, but the two representa  ves 
who men  oned it took opposite posi-
 ons: one of them considered that it was 

a problem to bury a non-Orthodox with 
an Orthodox, but the other one thought 
it was okay to make an excep  on and to 
combine funeral and memorial rites.

Public Events

No collabora  on or co-presence in the 
ac  vi  es of Hram are reported between 
the Orthodox Churches and other de-
nomina  ons. We phrased our ques  on 
in the commonly used phrase of “Hram-
ul Satului” (Village Day) to draw out the 
public nature of the event; however, as 
Orthodox representa  ves noted, the cel-
ebra  on hinges on the Orthodox Church 
in the locality and venerates a saint. 
Therefore, other denomina  ons do not 
sponsor ac  vi  es or par  cipate in the 
Church’s ac  vi  es on the day. One par-
 cipant notes that the young people of 

minority religions come into the center, 
but then return home. Public adminis-
tra  on provided addi  onal qualifi ca-
 ons for how minori  es are some  mes 

incorporated into the public events (see 
above).

The two Orthodox churches do appear 
some  mes at common events in urban 
areas where both are present. Some  mes 
by invita  on; other  mes because the 
church should be “alongside people” and 
does not need to wait for an invita  on. 
Some par  cipants dis  nguish between 
invita  ons they receive from “public ad-
ministra  on” (which appear to coincide 
with Party leadership/poli  cal orienta  on 
of the Church) and those they receive 
from individuals ac  ve in public adminis-
tra  on.

Ac  vi  es organized by the school (e.g. 
1 June) may draw leaders from mul  ple 
religious organiza  ons with no problems. 

Correspondence of Law and 
Religion

More than half of the Orthodox respon-
dents were in favor of the Church being 
consulted in some form on laws prior to 
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their introduc  on, and no one spoke out 
against the prac  ce. There were sever-
al modifi ca  ons on the theme. One of 
them provided the mildest view, which 
was that the state should “think” about 
whether law represents what people val-
ue. (When pressed, he specifi ed that he 
was referring to the law on sexual minori-
 es, which he sees as not represen  ng 

the popula  on’s values). Consulta  on be-
tween the state and the highest levels of 
the Church was considered “normal”, and 
en  rely keeping with Europe’s Chris  an 
heritage. One representa  ve limited this 
consulta  on to laws related to the moral 
sphere (including school). Two Orthodox 
representa  ves from a common locality, 
were alone in considering that registered 
religious minori  es should also be con-
sulted.

Tendencies

Orthodox representa  ves may accept 
a high degree of separa  on between 
Church and State as normal, but they 
want state “support” (mostly in fi nancial 
terms) and they want the Church’s view 
on public morality to have an infl uence 
on public policies and laws. They are con-
vinced (and righ  ully so on the ques  on 
of sexual minori  es) that they represent 
majority values.

Tolerance may similarly appear both nor-
mal and “Orthodox”/”Chris  an” to them, 
to such a degree that they may (as individ-
uals) be willing to tolerate, accept, and in-
teract with people of other backgrounds, 
including homosexuals, without discrimi-
na  on. It is important to note that, as with 
school representa  ves, “discrimina  on” is 
frequently understood as individually-di-
rected physical punishment. But they are 
unanimous in declaring that “vices”, how-
ever common and inherent to humans, 
cannot be condoned: neither smoking nor 
deviant sexual prac  ces. 

Even posi  ve descrip  ons of tolerance 
are accompanied by a fi rm convic  on in 
the priority of the Orthodox Church over 
all other religious denomina  ons. Other 
denomina  ons are seen as “new” in Mol-
dova, even when they were established 
in a locality prior to the Soviet period. 
Other religious organiza  ons are seen as 
approaching people to “bring them in”; 
such deliberate eff orts at prosely  za  on 
and conversion are seen as an  the  cal 
to what a “real” religion should do. They 
imply that such organiza  ons would be 

more tolerable if they built their prayer 
houses, off ered regular service and rit-
ual, and waited for people to come to 
them. This is how Orthodox represen-
ta  ves see themselves as behaving. In-
deed,  although some note that they ask 
school directors each year if they should 
sanc  fy the school, they more commonly 
describe themselves as wai  ng for invi-
ta  ons, not only to sanc  fy buildings but 
also for other forms of public par  cipa-
 on.

Orthodox representa  ves also feel that 
they have been disadvantaged by laws 
that allow other religious organiza  ons. 
The par  cular complaints focused on 
the foreign fi nancial support which such 
organiza  ons receive; the Orthodox 
Church, they say, can receive no fi nancial 
support from abroad.

Orthodox representa  ves present fewer 
examples of a conciliatory approach to 
confl icts that arise over diff erent perspec-
 ves than do school offi  cials. Neverthe-

less, the poten  al to openness remains. In 
par  cular, discussion of common values in 
a locality tends to stress the founda  ons 
for inter-communica  on and respect.

VI. Representa  ves of 
Religious Minori  es

It should be noted that our interviews 
were conducted with representa  ves of 
religious minori  es having over 50 mem-
bers in a locality. This means that we 
have the “voice” of the major minori  es. 
We do not have views from smaller mi-
nori  es. Importantly, this means that we 
do not have opinions from minori  es that 
have been established in recent years 
(the congrega  ons of our informants 
date to the Soviet period). We also do 
not have the voices of any groups that do 
not consider themselves “Chris  an”. This 
is an important omission, all the more 
so because of a) the presence of a small 
Jewish community (that used to be pro-
por  onately larger) in one locality where 
interviews were conducted; b) the ex-
pressed intolerance towards Islam voiced 
by some respondents in each of our in-
terview categories; c) the occasionally 
men  oned posi  ve inclina  ons towards 
Buddhism and other “oriental religions” 
(which are considered harmless). The ex-
perience of Muslims will be addressed in 
the sec  on of the report detailing Focus 
Group discussions. 

Percep  on of Diversity

Representa  ves of minority religions 
report local diversity (in neutral terms) 
in nearly all forms. They are more likely 
than the other three categories of opin-
ion makers to comment on social diversi-
ty, par  cularly the presence of poor and 
needy families. 

Rights and Human Rights

The representa  ves of religious minori-
 es assume that “Human Rights” are 

congruent with their religious beliefs. 
Specifi cally, they assert that the “right to 
choose” or “free choice” is the same as 
“free will”; God intended for people to 
have such rights. While freedom of reli-
gion is uppermost in their concerns, they 
describe a broad range of rights which 
they are willing to support according to 
their religious beliefs: human rights have 
to do with respec  ng someone as a “per-
son” in community organiza  ons, school, 
and work. A person should be respected 
as a person, valued for his work; it is im-
portant to guarantee such rights because 
God is in everyone. Human rights consist 
of rights to not be maltreated and to have 
“possibili  es” to live as one likes.

Such statements are largely self-referen-
 al, however. The representa  ves who 

address the laws on sexual minori  es 
are as disapproving as their Orthodox 
counterparts. One representa  ve also ex-
presses uncertainty about the “rights of 
children”, because of concern (shared but 
not as strongly explained by informants in 
other categories) that parents may have 
lost their rights to discipline. One par  ci-
pant speaks explicitly in favor of corporal 
punishment; other interviewees spoke 
only of “discipline” and “educa  on”. 

Further rights men  oned, by only one 
respondent, are those to a pension and 
private life. 

Obliga  ons

Representa  ves of minority religions do 
not combine their discussion of rights 
with one of obliga  ons. However, in the 
course of the interviews, several respond-
ed to the accusa  ons that appeared in 
other interview categories that religious 
minori  es do not fulfi ll their obliga  ons 
to the state. In other interviews, religious 
minori  es were said to: not par  cipate in 
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extracurricular school ac  vi  es; to not 
donate blood; to not perform military ser-
vice; to not vote.

Minority representa  ves voluntarily ad-
dressed these accusa  ons. They say, they 
do perform alterna  ve service to the state 
in exchange for military service; children 
do learn to sing and par  cipate in school 
fes  vi  es if the content does not contra-
dict religious teachings (e.g. no Commu-
nist content, no pagan/satanic content), 
and the determina  on of acceptable con-
tent is le   to parents. Blood transfusion is 
also le   to individual discre  on.

Nevertheless, the representa  ves of two 
groups confi rmed many of the accusa-
 ons as true for their group, although 

others from the same religion explained 
that these were “choices” rather than re-
quirements of the religion. 

Discrimina  on: Registra  on and 
Building

Representa  ves of religious minori  es 
report persistent problems with regis-
tra  on and building. They faced equal if 
not stronger persecu  on as the Ortho-
dox in the Soviet period; such restric-
 ons drove them to meet in each others’ 

houses. In recent years, eff orts to obtain 
land and permission to build were ham-
pered in several cases, usually by council 
members – specifi cally Orthodox priests 
-- rather than public administra  on per 
se17. One solu  on was to rent space from 
public administra  on or private individ-
uals, but private individuals might be 
pressured to change the agreement. At 
present, all interviewees reported having 
their own building or being in a process 
of building. Discrimina  on faces others, 
they say, if an Orthodox priest sits on a 
local council. There were no claims for 
state support, res  tu  on, or funds for 
building like those advanced by Ortho-
dox representa  ves.

17 In this case we noted par  cipants’ answers, but 
we had no possibility to check whether the de-
scribed situa  on – Orthodox Priests elected as 
members of the Local Council -  is true. It would 
be an important point to look into because coun-
cil members are elected to their posi  ons. 

Rela  ons with Orthodox

Religious minori  es express both com-
monality with and diff erence from the 
Orthodox. The Jehovah’s Witnesses 
fi nd common ground in belief in Chris-
 anity and God, but claim that many of 

the Orthodox teachings are mistaken/
pagan (including both dates for Christ-
mas). Bap  sts and Evangelicals accept 
Orthodox teachings, but dis  nguish the 
Orthodox concern for “tradi  ons” from 
their own concern for “living beliefs” in a 
way that changes a person. One respon-
dent expresses tolerance even of “orien-
tal religions” because they do not harm 
people.

Collabora  on in the social domain (esp. 
charitable works) is widely recognized 
as possible and even desirable. Spiritual 
collabora  on is considered unlikely, and 
yet there is at least one respondent who 
some  mes conducts burial rites with his 
Orthodox colleague. Intermarriages be-
tween minori  es and Orthodox occur. 
Two others report strong interfaith rela-
 ons.

If the overall sample can be seen as posi-
 vely inclined towards interfaith rela  ons 

and collabora  ons, with some respon-
dents ac  vely engaged with Orthodox 
and other counterparts, there are s  ll two 
representa  ves who speak of the pref-
erence for their community to “keep to 
itself”. 

Morality

The representa  ves of minority religions 
are not diploma  c in their assessment of 
the eff ect of human rights on morality. 
Three respondents spoke directly against 
guaranteeing the rights of homosexuals; 
two of which noted that the behavior is 
immoral and against God’s law. One ex-
plicitly describes homosexuality as a kind 
of immorality that is prominent in Europe, 
and that Moldova is being pressured to 
accept by Europe. Another speaks against 
guaranteeing the rights of people “of low 
moral standard”.

Discrimina  on

Reports of discrimina  on against the 
religious minori  es in the locali  es are 
mixed. About half report good or im-
proving rela  ons within the community, 
other denomina  ons, and public adminis-

tra  on. Improvement means a decline in 
aggressive encounters, or that “misunder-
standings” between people are “minor” 
(looking at people askance, throwing gar-
bage in someone’s yard) even if frequent. 
Two others describe con  nuous harass-
ment. In one case, it is verbal slurs, chil-
dren throwing shoes, being followed by 
vehicles full of people, etc. in rural loca-
 ons; in the other case, it has to do with 

medical treatment. To some extent, the 
lack of discrimina  on is rela  ve: be  er 
than it was before 1940, when one might 
be exiled.

One par  cipant says that Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses do not want to receive blood 
transfusions but this does not mean that 
they want to die; it would seem that 
some medical personnel refuse them any 
treatment, whether from a severely mis-
informed a  empt to respect their beliefs 
or as deliberate discrimina  on, it is not 
clear.

Two representa  ves call a  en  on to the 
willingness of other opinion makers to 
not discriminate against them. Anoth-
er one makes a dis  nc  on between the 
“good rela  ons” that his congrega  on has 
with public administra  on. He says that 
if there were no law guaranteeing the 
rights of his congrega  on to be ac  ve, 
he thinks that the administrators would 
not provide it because, as people, they 
do not approve. In contrast to public ad-
ministrators, teachers are described as 
“understanding”; if a parent approaches a 
teacher and explains how the child is “ed-
ucated”, there are rarely problems for the 
teacher to make adjustments. 

Role Models for Moldova

In general, representa  ves of the minori-
ty religions hesitate to iden  fy another 
country as a good model for Moldova. 
A few possibili  es are men  oned from 
popular knowledge or experience – the 
U.S. on account of laws restric  ng noisy 
par  es (e.g. weddings) a  er a certain 
hour; or Holland on account of good peo-
ple. There is, instead, a more pronounced 
sense than among other opinion makers 
that Moldova can be its own example. 
When pressed, neither Romania, Russia, 
nor the EU appear to be par  cularly good 
models. Russia in par  cular presents a 
problem because of its stricter laws on 
the registra  on of religious organiza-
 ons.
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Religion in School

Several of the representa  ves teach re-
ligion in school. Sunday School classes 
are off ered at the minority churches, but 
in some locali  es it is “prac  cal” for one 
person to introduce the subject to all the 
(minority) children.

Like Orthodox representa  ves, minority 
representa  ves emphasize that some-
thing of belief should be transmi  ed. 
Almost all say that they would accept a 
common curriculum with the Orthodox if 
“tradi  ons” were not emphasized. Their 
preference is for instruc  on in religious 
teachings, and for a specifi c focus on the 
Bible. The two Jehovah’s Witnesses dis-
agree over whether they could accept a 
common curriculum with the Orthodox 
focused on the Bible. Only one repre-
senta  ve would accept the teachings of 
non-Chris  an religions . On the whole, 
however, they do not think that such a 
curriculum is likely, and therefore prefer 
that the courses remain op  onal.

Representa  ves of religious minori  es do 
not express an objec  on to the display 
of icons in school buildings, nor in the 
buildings of public administra  on. Nor do 
they object to the sanc  fi ca  on of the 
school building. One expresses lack of 
knowledge about the presence of icons or 
prac  ces of sanc  fi ca  on, but thinks they 
cannot hurt and might do some good. An-
other one describes an alterna  ve form 
of sanc  fi ca  on, with prayer but no use 
of Holy Water, that he performed in the 
school a  er it was built.

Religion and State

Despite discrimina  on from public ad-
ministra  on when a  emp  ng to build 
their prayer houses and lingering suspi-
cion of the poten  al for such discrimi-
na  on, minority representa  ves report 
good rela  ons with public administra  on 
in other domains. In par  cular, public 
administra  on is reported as providing 
valuable small-scale assistance to support 
public events sponsored by the churches, 
such as the concerts and family days or-
ganized at Culture Houses and stadiums, 
and the periodic prepara  on of docu-
ments for projects, grants, etc. To some 
degree, public administra  on’s “support” 
for the minority events is suggested as 
comparable to the support given to the 
Orthodox Church at Hram; the grants 
men  oned o  en benefi  ed the whole lo-

cality or social groups (e.g. impoverished 
families) that public administra  on want-
ed to help too.

Minority religions also report a number 
of charitable ini  a  ves when they con-
sult with public administra  on to iden  -
fy needy individuals/families to provide 
various forms of charity. Some  mes 
public administra  on approaches the 
minority religions for help in social assis-
tance or contribu  ng voluntary labor to 
the upkeep of public space (parks, cem-
eteries).

All of the minority representa  ves sup-
port a strong separa  on between State 
and Church; some recognize historical 
problems from their fusion and the in-
completeness of any formal separa  on. 
Some think that the religious views of 
individual ci  zens and poli  cal fi gures 
should infl uence decision-making. 

Tendencies

There are perhaps three main tendencies 
to note from the representa  ves of mi-
nority religions. First, is that with certain 
excep  ons (specifi cally related to build-
ing rights and public presence outside of 
their own locality), representa  ves of mi-
nority religions seem to indicate that dis-
crimina  on against them has been much 
reduced, and is at levels which they are 
willing to ignore. 

Second, is that they present themselves 
as being extremely willing to cooperate 
with an Orthodox majority popula  on. 
They report good rela  ons and actual or 
poten  al collabora  ons with local pub-
lic administra  ons, Orthodox Church-
es/priests, and most other “Chris  an” 
religious groups. With few excep  ons, 
the content of extracurricular ac  vi  es, 
fes  vi  es, and even religion courses in 
school seem to have been modifi ed to 
levels which allow most minority children 
to par  cipate and op  ng-out is accept-
able and well-structured. They ignore, or 
fi nd acceptable, other symbols of Ortho-
doxy in public places. Jehovah’s Witness-
es alone are clear in their preference to 
not “have rela  ons” with other religious 
communi  es or to par  cipate in “inter-
confessional ac  vi  es”. Yet they too are 
involved in charitable ac  vi  es, and at 
least some groups allow their members 
signifi cant “choice” in par  cipa  ng in 
public life, educa  on, etc.

Third, and perhaps surprisingly, is that 
minority representa  ves are thoroughly 
conserva  ve. Although they have benefi t-
ted from the State’s guarantee of human 
rights, they are willing to deny such rights 
to others. Indeed, their concept of human 
rights is even more restricted by religious 
interpreta  ons than that volunteered by 
Orthodox representa  ves. Similarly, they 
express similar desires for the laws to 
refl ect the popula  on’s Chris  an values 
and are less hos  le to the possibility of 
the Orthodox Church consul  ng on laws 
than might be expected.

VII. Conclusions

Polariza  on

The results of the qualita  ve interviews 
reveal similar forms of polariza  on as to 
those suggested by the quan  ta  ve sur-
veys: In each category of opinion makers, 
we found a majority of individuals hold-
ing a solidly conserva  ve perspec  ve. 
We also found 1 or 2 individuals who, if 
not “liberal” in their opinions were nev-
ertheless well-versed in the themes of 
human and religious rights, with a good 
understanding of law and its norma  ve 
applica  on. At the same  me, we also 
found in each category 1-2 individuals 
with more “extreme” conserva  ve opin-
ions, favoring the religious rights of the 
Orthodox majority (or holding equally ex-
treme posi  ons on the correctness of a 
minority religion) to the logical exclusion 
of all others. 

Most informants, however, indicated a 
posi  on somewhere in the middle. They 
supported a conserva  ve version of the 
status quo; they had incomplete and 
vague understandings of key principles 
and how they might be applied; and they 
were par  al towards the expression of 
their own religious beliefs in the public 
sphere. But, such individuals also mani-
fest a sincere desire to avoid overt con-
fl ict. 

Homosexuality

Only one of our 33 respondents (a mi-
nority religious representa  ve) reported 
personal knowledge of the existence 
of a sexual minority in the locality. The 
view that such a person would not be 
discriminated against if he/she did exist 
was universal. Jokes and rumors were 
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acknowledged as common but not con-
sidered discrimina  on; discrimina  on in 
this case was understood as consis  ng of 
physical violence directed at the individ-
ual person. There was absolutely no sup-
port for guaranteeing the rights of sexual 
minori  es. Even the respondents who in-
dicated the clearest understanding of the 
law claimed that such legal protec  on 
was not “normal”. The respondent who 
did know of the existence of homosex-
uals indicated that it was important “to 
pray for them”.

In the case of sexual minori  es, legal pro-
tec  on was understood as “promo  on” 
of behaviors/iden   es that were sinful 
or cons  tuted an illness; moreover, such 
protec  on was seen as dangerous to the 
public order because it could “a  ract” 
others to the same illness/sin; it was dan-
gerous to children (by providing too much 
informa  on about sex, in itself a sin); and 
it was disturbing to the peace of mind and 
privacy of others. 

Unimaginable Forms of Gender and 
Sexual Minority 

Sexual minori  es were understood only as 
referring to homosexuals, and more spe-
cifi cally to male-male couplings (who were 
given as examples of poten  al adopters of 
children). Other possible minori  es (e.g. 
bisexual, transgender, etc.) were never 
men  oned, and apparently never imag-
ined as exis  ng in the local se   ng.

A Locked Debate

Public opinion on homosexuality (to say 
nothing of the other forms of gender and 
sexual minority) is locked on two fronts. 
First, is that there was no indica  on that 
any informant imagined that there were 
other possible avenues for approaching 
the “rights” issue beyond the parameters 
of sinful and unnatural behavior. Within 
such parameters, the defi ni  on of “fam-
ily” is  ghtly locked to procrea  on, and 
does not consider any of the myriad laws 
or social prac  ces related to “family life” 
through which sexual minori  es may face 
discrimina  on.

Public opinion is locked on a second front 
because no one is willing to learn what 
actual grievances might exist. They do not 
want to see public evidence of the exis-
tence of sexual minori  es. Some opinion 
makers are also learning to argue that 

they have “rights” not to be exposed to 
evidence that such minori  es are present 
in their midst.

Obliga  ons

The need to balance obliga  ons against 
rights was an important theme for many 
respondents, and par  cularly for those 
in public administra  on and schools. De-
scrip  on of “obliga  ons”, however, rarely 
expanded beyond a general reference to 
the requirement to observe the rights of 
others; be “cultured” (not li  er); or par  c-
ipate as an ac  ve ci  zen (vo  ng, military 
service). What is not clear from any of the 
interviews is whether our respondents 
think that the guarantee of human rights 
is dependent on an individual’s observa-
 on of such vague obliga  ons. It is not 

clear whether they think that a person’s 
tendency to li  er, for example, would be 
grounds to deny the protec  on of his ba-
sic rights. Nevertheless, the emphasis on 
obliga  ons indicates that opinion makers 
tend to see rights as condi  onal rather 
than fundamental, and that they can be 
convinced rela  vely easily that some peo-
ple, whether as individuals or groups, do 
not deserve their due rights.

Levels of Legal Protec  on

We can conclude that there is general 
support from opinion makers in the ar-
gument that rights should be guaranteed, 
and human rights inclusively. This is un-
derstood as fundamental to democra-
cy (specifi cally free speech) on the one 
hand; and fundamental to God’s will on 
the other (free will, free choice). There is, 
however, li  le expressed understanding 
of why more than one legal instrument 
might be necessary or desirable (e.g. why 
new laws from the EU if the Cons  tu  on 
exists?).

Discrimina  on and Privilege

With notable excep  ons, we found that 
the concept of rights blurs quickly with 
that of privilege; and the concept of dis-
crimina  on blurs quickly with that of 
physical violence or punishment. Public 
administrators may be careful to dis-
 nguish “registered” complaints of dis-

crimina  on or confl ict from those that 
are ubiquitous in everyday life but not 
registered. In this way, they may know 
that they are deliberate in ignoring the 

presence of discrimina  on in their midst. 
For the other categories of respondents, 
such lack of clarity would seem to rep-
resent a more genuine misunderstand-
ing of the wide range of behaviors and 
prac  ces that can “discriminate” against 
an individual or group, preven  ng their 
full par  cipa  on in public life and/or ex-
ercise of guaranteed rights. There is li  le 
sense that individuals or groups who de-
mand their rights (especially through legal 
channels) are doing something other than 
“complaining” or seeking an unfair advan-
tage over others.  

Common Values

Our ques  ons about common values 
that united people in the locali  es pro-
duced two sets of answers. On the one 
hand, several respondents understood 
the ques  on as one about “common 
concerns”; from this perspec  ve, they 
pointed to the material challenges of life 
in contemporary Moldova, especially for 
families with children. Such answers were 
par  cularly common among, although 
not exclusive to, representa  ves of pub-
lic administra  on and minority religions. 
On the other hand, the ques  on was 
understood as one about shared values. 
Some  mes the two understandings over-
lapped, as in responses about “family” or 
in comments on the level of “envy”.  Oth-
erwise, the list of shared values was rath-
er extensive: common mentality; personal 
modesty and lack of invidiousness; tradi-
 onal values; tradi  onal customs; religi-

osity. References to modesty, tradi  on, 
and religion normally reference Ortho-
doxy; some  mes these are specifi ed as 
referring only to “Fear of God”; and most 
o  en are open poten  ally to all Chris  an 
denomina  ons.  

State vs. Locality 

The interviews with school representa-
 ves, in par  cular, draw a  en  on to what 

might be described as the ample “good 
faith eff orts” among local opinion makers 
to be “even-handed” in addressing real 
and poten  al confl icts between religious 
and other rights. In contrast, they provide 
evidence that higher-levels of gover-
nance (district and na  onal) fall short of 
making similar eff orts: the organiza  on 
of fes  vals in the educa  onal system are 
discriminatory; state offi  cials fail to cer  -
fy disabili  es; and state offi  cials give reli-
gious items as presents to schools.
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Aversion to Confl ict, Willingness to 
Compromise

A strong theme that emerges from inter-
views with opinion makers is that they 
are self-conscious of a deep aversion to 
confl ict. Such an aversion, along with the 
posi  vely-described local values of “re-
spect”, “understanding”, and “listening” 
(plus addi  onal Chris  an and Orthodox 
values of “modesty” and “tolerance”), 
seems to contribute to a strong willing-
ness to compromise and to accommodate 
people with other beliefs and prac  ces. 
Examples of such accommoda  on indi-
cate that it is rarely proac  ve, but occurs 
as a response to an outspoken grievance. 
Yet it is worth no  ng that speaking-out 
itself may be discouraged. Representa-
 ves of the Orthodox Church, in par  c-

ular, provide ample evidence that it is the 
“outspoken” and publicly visible elements 
of the minority religions which are most 
distasteful to them.

Best Prac  ces?

These interviews contain evidence of 
mul  ple prac  cal solu  ons that have 
been undertaken in locali  es as opinion 
makers and ci  zens a  empt to balance 
the rights of various groups and individ-
uals in accordance with the law. These 
include: the off ering of mul  ple courses 
on religion; the cancelling of all religious 
courses in school and the insta  ng of 
Sunday Schools in all the churches; di-
visions of cemeteries into confessional 
plots with excep  ons for mixed-denomi-
na  on families; altera  ons in the content 
of school ac  vi  es and fes  val programs 
to be inclusive of religious minori  es; the 
pos  ng of “no religious solicita  on signs” 
to deter prosely  zers (instead of bea  ng 
them); adjusted prac  ces by prosely  zers 
themselves to avoid “disturbing” people 
who do not want to talk to them; etc. It 
remains to be seen whether such accom-
moda  ons are sa  sfactory.

Advocacy and Li  ga  on 

Interviews with opinion makers indicate 
that li  ga  on is being pursued against 
individual representa  ves of the Ortho-
dox Church. Other categories of opinion 
makers appear not subject to li  ga  on. In 
general, knowledge about the procedures 
for li  ga  on is said to be widespread, but 
equally rarely undertaken. According to 
school representa  ves, public opinion is 
so confl ict-averse that even people with 
strong legal claims are likely to be shamed 
and harassed from so many corners that 
they are dissuaded from pursuing their 
case. At the local level, there is li  le trust 
that the police will pursue jus  ce as they 
should; rather, it is suspected that the po-
lice will look for ways to “blame the vic-
 m” to avoid following through with the 

casework. 

Support for advocacy or li  ga  on at the 
local level would seem to be extreme-
ly limited to passive and individualized 
forms. Schools have informa  onal bill-
boards; some police are proac  ve in pro-
viding training sessions to students; and 
some public administrators know the law 
well. There are no NGOs reported in the 
locali  es where interviews were collect-
ed that have a legal profi le; nor are there 
reported contacts or collabora  ons with 
such NGOs outside of the locali  es.
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I. Introduc  on

In addi  on to the opinion survey and 
interviews with opinion makers, we con-
ducted eight focus groups. Seven of the 
focus groups were organized according to 
religious affi  lia  on: 

 3 groups of Orthodox Chris  ans;
 3 groups of mixed Chris  an minority 

religions;
 1 group of Muslims;
 the eighth group was conducted with 

young people (ages 18-30). 

The groups were also formed according 
to rural and urban/semi-urban areas. The 
youth group was overwhelmingly urban, 
and the Muslim group was en  rely so. In 
the six groups formed around Chris  an 
religious affi  lia  on, respondents were 
mixed in age, gender, and educa  onal and 
professional profi le. 

An overview of the results of the focus 
group discussions are presented below 
according to the type of group. The per-
spec  ves of the Chris  an Minority and 
Orthodox groups are presented in more 
detail than the Muslim and Youth groups. 
This is because many of the perspec  ves 
brought forth by the Muslim and Youth 
groups agree with that presented by the 
other groups. Thus, we use the space allo-
cated to the fi nal two groups to draw at-
ten  on to the major points of diff erence.

Focus
groups5

II. Chris  an Minority 
Religions

Rights and Human Rights

One of the groups could be described as 
confi dent in its knowledge and interest in 
the protec  on of rights and human rights. 
They describe rights as being meant to 
protect people (specifi cally individuals) 
when situa  ons are “uncertain”; and they 
provide a wide range of examples: life, 
work, study, free speech, medical assis-
tance, liberty, equality, jus  ce. They are, 
moreover, interested in knowing what 
avenues exist to protect rights; when the 
moderator asks if they have made use of 
an NGO, several ask if such NGOs in fact 
exist.

The other two groups manifest much less 
familiarity with the topic. Their examples 
cover a similarly wide range of rights: free-
dom of opinion, health, educa  on, free 
movement, religion, family, work, to vote. 
However, their expecta  ons concerning 
rights and protec  on are signifi cantly 
diff erent. They interpret “rights” either as 
obliga  ons of the state to provide for its 
ci  zens, or as “privileges” that only some 
individuals/ins  tu  ons demand/receive. 
Thus they complain that the state “guar-
antees” rights to work, life, educa  on, 
circula  on and health but fails to provide 
adequate work, salaries, pensions, roads, 
or medical services. And they complain 

that the Orthodox want more rights than 
others (and seem to be ge   ng them). 
They do not see rights as being meant to 
prevent “discrimina  on”.  

Signifi cantly, the term “obliga  on” does 
not appear as a counterpart to “rights”, 
as in the interviews with opinion makers. 
The absence of the term is par  cularly 
notable too in comparison with the focus 
groups formed around other principles; in 
several of those teacher par  cipants put 
forth the concept of obliga  ons. Teachers 
were also present in the minority reli-
gions’ focus groups, but they did not bring 
up “obliga  ons”. 

Discrimina  on and Confl ict

The focus groups provide an important 
correc  ve to the interviews conducted 
with opinion makers in describing local 
situa  ons of discrimina  on and confl ict. 
They confi rm the general consensus of 
the interview results that many confl icts 
between the Orthodox and minority 
churches and between minority churches 
and schools have been resolved. Problems 
are not reported with cemeteries, with 
the teaching of religion in school, or with 
children’s par  cipa  on in extra-curricular 
ac  vi  es and fes  vals. Par  cipants in the 
focus groups confi rm that public adminis-
trators are following the law, and are even 
pro-ac  ve in fi nding common solu  ons: 



49 FOCUS GROUPS

in one case, Hram is being re-confi gured 
as ”Sărbătoarea Satului” (Celebra  on of 
the Village) with deliberate widening of 
the program of public ac  vi  es; in anoth-
er, the rights of minori  es to use public 
space were championed over a pe   on 
against their non-use (the complaint had 
been about possible noise, and the mayor 
backed the minority pastor in reminding 
the Orthodox that the minori  es might 
equally sign a pe   on reques  ng that 
they not ring the church bell).

At the same  me, the focus groups pro-
vide ample evidence that discrimina  on 
is rampant. Members describe them-
selves as constantly subjected to verbal 
harassment (not “just words” as described 
by public opinion makers); they describe 
how their religious affi  lia  on is used to 
discount them as individuals, to beli  le 
their opinions and contribu  ons, and to 
in  midate them. Most indicate that such 
verbal harassment comes from rela  ve 
strangers (more distant neighbors and ac-
quaintances), but say that work rela  ons 
are generally good. Some note that they 
are excluded from common ac  vi  es, 
o  en celebra  ons, with work colleagues 
(presumably because they do not drink).

Focus group members also iden  fi ed a 
number of other situa  ons in which oth-
ers (not only religious minori  es) face ha-
bitual discrimina  on. In contrast to opin-
ion makers, they note that Roma (Gypsies) 
face problems if they “expect” anything, 
for example to be treated as equal to 
non-Roma. The disabled are seen to be 
discriminated against. There is wide-
spread condemna  on of the personnel in 
both educa  onal and medical ins  tu  ons 
for taking bribes and for assessing a per-
son’s socio-economic status as a pre-con-
di  on for treatment. 

Frequent linguis  c discrimina  on and 
verbal harassment for linguis  c compe-
tency/choice remains a painful experi-
ence for both Russian speakers and Ro-
manian speakers.

Religious discrimina  on, it should be not-
ed, was some  mes “accepted” as an in-
herent component of being religious. Ac-
cording to the Bible, it is to be expected.  

Confl ic  ng Rights: Law vs. Morality

At several points during each session, 
moderators called a  en  on to the possi-
bility that rights could come into confl ict, 
and asked the focus group to consider 
which right (or party) should have prior-
ity, and/or how the confl ict could be re-
solved. In general, this was a diffi  cult ex-
ercise for the groups. They tended not to 
priori  ze rights; instead, they saw them 
as a set, in which all were equally import-
ant. Some  mes they chose “life” as the 
most important right, arguing that it was 
the precondi  on for all the others; some-
 mes they chose “religion” on account of 

their own religious iden  ty. Moderators 
therefore provided examples from some 
of the most conten  ous social issues: 
Health vs. Choice (immuniza  on, blood 
dona  ons/transfusions); Life vs. Choice 
(abor  on); Sexual Iden  ty vs. Religion (le-
galiza  on of homosexuality).

When provided with specifi c examples, 
the groups always responded by uphold-
ing the law but dis  nguishing a correct 
moral choice. In other words, no one 
suggested that abor  on should be illegal; 
and the consensus supported the admin-
istra  on of vaccines and the acceptability 
of blood transfers. Abor  on, however, 
was generally considered immoral, and a 
choice that no woman should make. The 
moral choice in health domains was less 
clear, but also of less interest to members.

Sexual and Gender Minori  es 

The focus groups also provide an im-
portant correc  ve to the interviews with 
opinion makers on the ques  on of sexual 
minori  es. In contrast to opinion makers 
who reduced the category to exclusive-
ly address homosexuality (par  cularly 
male-male), the members of these focus 
groups exhibited much wider knowledge 
of such minori  es. The focus groups dis-
cussed: “ambigen”/”Strigoi” (as people 
born with both male and female sex or-
gans); transgender people (as people not 
wan  ng to be what they were born); ho-
mosexuals; lesbians; sexual predators and 
pedophiles. What is important to note 
is that few individuals were clear that 
these were dis  nct categories of people. 
Most seemed to need to try very hard to 
discuss the rights of homosexuals, with-
out blurring the homosexual (or lesbian) 
with the fearful (and even self-loathing) 
“strigoi” of 19th century villages or with 
contemporary pedophiles. In each group, 

there were ini  al voices that such indi-
viduals should be killed; such opinions 
were always quickly negated. The discus-
sions that followed focused on whether 
and how such a “disease” could be treat-
ed; some individuals suggested surgical 
remedies, but the most confi dent voices 
asserted that the cause was psychologi-
cal rather than physical. The discussions 
ended in general consensus that such in-
dividuals should be “loved” in accordance 
with Biblical teachings, but should be en-
couraged to give up the sin. 

The focus groups provide evidence that 
both violent feelings and tangible fear are 
aroused in people when they are asked to 
think about sexual minori  es.

Interes  ngly, the focus groups did not 
discuss the legal status of sexual minori-
 es at any length, even when the moder-

ator provided opportuni  es for the group 
to pursue such a discussion. There were 
only two instances when a  en  on was 
focused on the dimension of legal rights. 

State, Poli  cs and Religion

The focus groups held the general view 
that Church and State should be sepa-
rate, but that this separa  on does not 
quite exist in Moldova because of the 
Orthodox Church’s privileged place (and 
determina  on to increase its privilege). 
There was li  le will to contest this situ-
a  on openly; many commented that the 
situa  on remained preferable to that in 
Romania. (Russia was not men  oned). 
Moreover, memories of inter-war dis-
crimina  on by Romania against religious 
minori  es remain vivid. 

Similarly, they were against Churches 
having poli  cal infl uence as ins  tu  ons. 
Some consulta  on on laws could be de-
sirable, if all the registered religions were 
consulted. There was  a concrete sugges-
 on that consulta  on could be under-

taken in the format of a roundtable with 
leaders of each of the religious groups. In 
general, there was greater support for re-
ligious individuals to put their beliefs into 
vo  ng prac  ces or to stand for elec  on 
as individuals. But, many found it impossi-
ble to imagine that a truly religious person 
would actually be involved in poli  cal de-
cision-making because poli  cs is “dirty”.
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Religion and Law

The groups responded to the themes of 
state, poli  cs, and law in connec  on to 
religion in very similar ways. As indicated 
above, they tended to accept laws but to 
dis  nguish moral choices and behaviors 
for those laws that are in contradic  on 
to their religious beliefs. Relatedly, they 
expressed no desire to make new laws 
that would conform to religious teach-
ings, although, as noted above, they also 
expressed the desirability of some legal 
consulta  on.

Interes  ngly, though poli  cs is consid-
ered “dirty”, Moldova’s laws are regard-
ed in a favorable light. As with opinion 
makers, the focus groups complained 
that laws are not enforced, but the laws 
themselves are considered “good”. One 
individual consistently drew a  en  on 
to the importance of the laws; he noted 
specifi cally in the case of Muslims that 
the state “does a good thing” by guaran-
teeing their rights, because it requires the 
two religions to deal with each other on 
peaceable terms. 

Most strikingly, few individuals thought 
that they could be in accord with their 
religious beliefs and make recourse to 
the law when they faced individual or 
group discrimina  on or harassment. A 
few individuals in each group disagreed 
strongly with such a perspec  ve, arguing 
that the law itself, along with the police 
and other security services are meant to 
provide “support” for people. Overall, the 
focus groups provide evidence that many 
adherents of religious minori  es consid-
er that because they believe in “forgive-
ness”, they should not avail themselves of 
legal protec  on, complaint, and li  ga  on.

III. Orthodox Chris  ans 

It should be noted from the outset that 
compared to the Chris  an minori  es, 
the members of the Orthodox Chris  an 
groups were not as consistent in present-
ing their opinions as those of a “religious” 
person. They did make reference to the 
Bible, 10 Commandments, Holy Scrip-
ture, etc. but it was clear that these were 
not their only important reference points.

Rights and Human Rights 

The three focus groups comprised of 
Orthodox Chris  ans exhibited an equal 
familiarity with the range of rights and 
human rights as recorded by the religious 
minori  es above. There were two notable 
diff erences, however, in the discussions 
of the Orthodox groups. One diff erence 
is that the theme of “obliga  ons” did 
emerge among the Orthodox groups; in 
two groups, teachers led the discussion 
with precisely this theme. As in the inter-
views with opinion makers, these teach-
ers also did not explain what obliga  ons 
consist; nor did their fellow group mem-
bers expand the theme. One teacher’s 
descrip  on made clear that the rela  on-
ship of obliga  ons-rights is central to the 
curriculum in Civic Educa  on.  

The second diff erence is that some mem-
bers of the Orthodox groups did priori-
 ze rights. They privileged life, educa  on 

and health above several others, on the 
grounds that these rights guaranteed 
life and were therefore more important. 
Some also clearly disfavored the right to 
freedom of religion as less important than 
others. 

Freedom of Religions

Religious rights proved a diffi  cult theme 
for the Orthodox groups. Some consid-
ered religious rights “fundamental” but 
s  ll agreed with other group members 
that guaranteeing such rights opened the 
door to a diversity that was undesirable at 
best, and poten  ally dangerous at worst.

They dislike that minority Chris  an groups 
exist in Moldova because it means that 
people changed their religion. This strikes 
a majority of the par  cipants as wrong, 
even if they recognize that by bap  zing 
children as babies they enable Orthodox 
Chris  ans to know li  le about their own 
religion and to not behave in accord with 
Orthodox morals. They also strongly dis-
like prosely  za  on; some enough to be 
in favor of stripping Jehovah’s Witnesses 
of their legal status (and thus of rights). 
Some fi nd that they can only be friends 
with people of other Chris  an religions if 
they “do not talk about religion”.

On the other hand, Chris  an minori  es 
are largely, at this point, tolerated (and oc-
casionally admired). There is much greater 
concern voiced in these groups about the 
status of Muslims. While many members 
of the groups indicate that they know Is-
lam can be a religion of peace, they are 
worried that in legalizing Islam and Mus-
lim organiza  ons Moldova will fall vic  m 
to “fana  cs”. (There is general concern 
voiced about whether the process of le-
galiza  on is able to control for “religions” 
that are harmful, such as Satanism). A 
very few strong voices also expressed the 
opinion that Moldova was too tolerant; 
these individuals accepted the presence 
of Muslims in Moldova, but thought that 
Moldova’s laws should not, for example, 
allow Muslim women to be veiled in pub-
lic. The logic put forth was that Chris  an 
women going to Muslim countries must 
veil; therefore, Muslim women coming to 
Chris  an countries should not veil. “Free-
dom of Religion” from this perspec  ve is 
also considered an important right, but 
one that should not be granted in ways 
that are too permissive or too tolerant, 
lest Chris  an countries become overrun 
by non-Chris  ans. 

Discrimina  on and Confl ict 

The three Orthodox groups men  oned 
similar categories of people who face 
discrimina  on and similar domains of 
discrimina  on: Roma, the poor (or poor-
ly presented), ethnic minori  es, and both 
Russian and Romanian speakers; in work, 
educa  on, and health. They acknowl-
edged li  le discrimina  on on religious 
grounds of either Chris  an minori  es or 
of themselves as Orthodox. They did ac-
knowledge Muslim personal acquaintanc-
es who had experienced discrimina  on.

Confl ic  ng Rights: Law vs. Morality

On all themes related to confl icts be-
tween rights, the Orthodox groups were 
more muted than the minority Chris  ans. 
However, they too expressed li  le desire 
to change exis  ng laws to bring them into 
greater conformity with their religious 
beliefs; thus, they saw no real “confl ict” 
between rights, only moral choices. They 
too were against abor  on, but allowed 
greater possibility that a family might not 
be able to aff ord an unplanned child and/
or that medical grounds would be import-
ant considera  ons. 
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Sexual and Gender Minori  es

The Orthodox groups did not dwell long 
on the subject of sexual minori  es. Their 
opinion was closer to that of opinion 
makers: they limited the category of sex-
ual and gender minori  es to homosex-
uals; professed that they did not know 
such individuals; and concluded that 
homosexuality (or at least cohabita  on, 
which they considered the same as “mar-
riage”) was something “new” in Moldova, 
introduced from other places. It is hard 
to know whether a similar range of con-
fusions, fears, and violence would have 
emerged in a longer discussion. No one 
opined that the laws that have been ad-
opted should be repealed. Instead, a few 
people noted (as one did in the minority 
groups) that the Orthodox feel discrim-
inated against when homosexuals hold 
parades and public events, but they do 
not make equal use of their own rights to 
publicly present their own values. There 
was mixed support for the protests that 
had been made against the guaranteeing 
of rights for gender and sexual minori-
 es; there was approval of the public 

display of Orthodox values, but disap-
proval of the level of violence and hatred 
that the protest leaders a  empted to 
provoke.

State, Poli  cs, Religion and Law

The Orthodox focus groups manifest a 
similar range of opinions on the infl uence 
that religion should have on poli  cs and 
law. That is to say, they upheld a sepa-
ra  on between Church and State, and 
did not argue that the Orthodox Church 
should have a special rela  onship with 
the State. In general, they supported re-
ligious freedom, and did not seek to re-
strict the registra  on of other religions 
with a few excep  ons considered espe-
cially dangerous to society (like Satanists). 
They had mixed views about the desir-
ability of religious poli  cal candidates and 
of poli  cal advice from a priest. Some 
thought it could not be “a bad thing”, 
but even some who held this view joined 
other group members in considering that 
a truly religious person was unlikely to 
be involved in poli  cs; and, that a priest 
should concentrate on spiritual advice. 
They cri  cized priests who “go to parlia-
ment” as being nothing other than lazy, 
self-interested, former Communists. 
Views on parliament holding consulta-
 ons with the Church over proposed laws 

were also mixed. Few opposed the possi-

bility outright, but those who supported it 
tended to restrict the process to laws that 
directly concerned the Church or other 
religious organiza  ons. While they would 
have preferred only a consulta  on with 
the Orthodox Church, there was wide-
spread agreement that this would con-
s  tute religious discrimina  on, and con-
sidered that consulta  on should be taken 
with all registered religious groups. It is 
notable that the groups seemed to con-
ceive of such consulta  on as occasional 
events (akin to the roundtable solu  on 
proposed in one minority group), rather 
than a standing rela  onship of consulta-
 on. As in the minority groups, it was also 

considered reasonable to rely on normal 
vo  ng procedures through which all cit-
izens (including priests but not excluding 
others) could express their views on pro-
posed laws according to their religious 
views.

The Orthodox groups were not opposed 
to engaging with the law on religious 
grounds (as were the Chris  an minori-
 es), but they considered it a generally 

ineff ec  ve op  on. They brought forth the 
same reasons men  oned by the Chris-
 an minori  es: specifi cally, lawyers cost 

money that people don’t have, and the 
state-provided lawyers are ineff ec  ve 
because you don’t pay them. One par-
 cipant knew of and had sought advice 

from two diff erent legal NGOs! None of 
the par  cipants considered seeking legal 
advice from a priest (unlike the Chris  an 
minori  es, some of whom pursued exact-
ly such an approach). 

Two Metropolitans

The focus groups were unanimous in 
seeing the presence of two metropoli-
tans as unproblema  c from the level of 
religious prac  ce and belief. There were 
mixed views about the overall infl uence 
of the two Orthodox Churches. In gener-
al, the presence of two Churches is seen 
as stemming from a poli  cal contest be-
cause of poli  cal maneuvers and manip-
ula  ons. As such, they were inherently 
“nega  ve”, but only some people thought 
that the poli  cal maneuvering (and nega-
 ve infl uence) was con  nuing. 

IV. Muslims

Rights and Human Rights

The Muslim group’s discussion of rights 
was dis  nct in the degree of importance 
assigned to freedom of religion. This right 
was considered especially important be-
cause they felt that without its explicit 
guarantee, and without the registra  on 
of Islam and specifi c Muslim organiza  on, 
they were vulnerable as religious per-
sons. Muslim respondents, par  cularly 
the men, were among the best informed 
about the intent and func  on of laws 
concerning human rights. One makes an 
extraordinary dis  nc  on concerning his 
own (personal and religious) disapproval 
of homosexuality against his support for 
their rights.

Discrimina  on

Members of the group were at pains to 
describe generally good social rela  ons 
(see below).However, they also provided 
signifi cant evidence that Muslims face a 
range of discriminatory prac  ces that is 
probably broader than that faced by the 
Chris  an minority religions. Veiled Mus-
lim women are subject to verbal harass-
ment by both men and women and some-
 mes to unwanted physical touching by 

non-Muslim women (who try to remove 
their veils). Muslims also experience dis-
crimina  on in work and housing, with 
a number of examples being provided 
to suggest that it is common for apart-
ments to not be rented to Muslims and 
for otherwise qualifi ed Muslims to not be 
hired solely on account of religion. Pri-
vate enterprises with a “public” interface 
(e.g. banks) as well as public ins  tu  ons 
(schools) seem par  cularly unwilling to 
hire Muslim women who veil. Employ-
ers are also reported as unwilling to ac-
commodate religious holiday  me (they 
require work on Saturday) or to provide 
appropriate space for daily prayers. As 
did Chris  an minori  es, Muslims who 
have work report good rela  ons with 
colleagues. In rural areas, women who 
convert to Islam are especially vulnerable 
to public harassment and o  en lose the 
support of their closest family members. 
The men described numerous cases in 
which Muslim children had been harassed 
by classmates or teachers, and by cases in 
which teachers gave lower marks to Mus-
lim students than their work merited.
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Nega  ve Portrayals of Islam

More than discrimina  on, this group is 
concerned about nega  ve portrayals of 
Islam and the circula  on of misinforma-
 on about the religion. They have the 

impression that both media and the Or-
thodox Church (more so the Moldovan 
Metropolitan because they report more 
friendly rela  ons with the Bessarabian 
Metropolitan) perpetuate nega  ve ste-
reotypes. In the case of the Church, they 
suspect that misinforma  on fi lters down 
from higher levels, rather than being ini-
 ated by local priests. Men also reported 

that media invita  ons to explain Islam 
seem to have an opposite eff ect of per-
petua  ng nega  ve stereotypes, and spe-
cifi cally of encouraging fear that Muslims 
are terrorists.

Conversion

The Muslims in these focus groups are 
converts, not immigrants. They converted 
as a ma  er of individual ini  a  ve; that is, 
they did not do so for family reasons, such 
as marrying a Muslim. The  members of 
this par  cular focus group therefore rep-
resent the trend of conversions that the 
Orthodox groups disparage; it is knowl-
edge of cases like theirs that contributes 
to the public’s general fear of “Islamiza-
 on” and “fana  cism” described by the 

Orthodox groups. It is also conversion to 
minority Chris  an groups that provokes 
such concern and fear from the Ortho-
dox. Indeed, from an outside perspec  ve, 
the highly conserva  ve character of all 
the religious denomina  ons present in 
Republic of Moldova raises a sociologi-
cal ques  on: why is conversion occurring 
from the more lenient (albeit thoroughly 
conserva  ve) to the stricter forms of reli-
gious observance? Such a trend will surely 
have an impact on the kinds of confl icts 
and accommoda  ons that occur regard-
ing religious and other rights.

Value of Religiosity

Relatedly, the Muslim group echoes and 
amplifi es the comments that minority 
Chris  ans made in their groups (and in-
terviews) concerning the posi  ve aspects 
of their evalua  on as a religious person. 
Alongside discrimina  on, Muslims also 
report experiencing very high levels of 
respect and trust. Veiled women may be 
especially likely to be off ered seats on 
transport or public wai  ng areas, to be 

given looks of respect, and to be treated 
well; such respect is likely to be given by 
older and “educated” individuals. Muslims 
may also be entrusted with keys and oth-
er forms of access because they will not 
steal. Among men, abs  nence from alco-
hol is posi  vely valued, and the high de-
gree of service willingly provided to fam-
ily members by women is seen posi  vely 
as well. In other words, even as fana  cism 
is feared, high levels of personal religiosi-
ty, expressed through a number of forms 
(modesty, temperance, service to others, 
charity, sharing, honesty) are highly val-
ued in general society.  

Islam and the State

The group reported that the state gen-
erally accommodates Islam. One major 
point of concern is, not surprisingly, the 
ability of Muslim women to be veiled in 
public. To-date, offi  cial procedures all ac-
commodate this requirement; even pho-
tographs for internal iden  ty documents 
may be made with a headcovering as long 
as the full face is visible. One of the group 
members reported not being allowed to 
do so, but her fellow discussion members 
concluded that it was an isolated incident 
of an employee not knowing the proce-
dures. 

They support a rela  on of consulta  on 
between Church and State, such that 
laws would be harmonized with religion. 
Islam already envisions what they see as 
a more complete harmoniza  on of law, 
commerce, and property rela  ons with 
spiritual life than what would even be 
expected of a European (Chris  an) state 
in which the Church would only be con-
cerned with laws that aff ect religion and 
spiritual life per se. The group members 
feel that registered Muslim organiza-
 ons in Moldova are already in working 

rela  onships with the State, but suggest 
that it would not be a bad idea to create a 
council of registered religious groups that 
would exist in some consul  ng rela  on 
with the state.

Like all the other groups, the Muslims 
have a favorable impression of Moldo-
va’s laws, but fi nd that they do not work. 
Nor are the police eff ec  ve. In cases of 
discrimina  on and the viola  on of rights, 
they say, it is necessary to make use of 
special NGOs and organiza  ons that 
know and support the relevant laws. 

V. Young Urban People 
(18-30)

We gathered a group of young urban 
people (there was 1 rural par  cipant) to 
see if their perspec  ves, when they talk-
ed outside the presence of older adults, 
were diff erent in degree or kind from 
those of older adults or from those pro-
vided by the younger members of the 
mixed-age focus groups. The answer is 
that the perspec  ves of urban youth did 
not diff er in any major ways from those 
of their elders. In dis  nc  on to the other 
groups, the youth-only group did speak at 
greater length, and with obvious personal 
a  achment, about rights. For this group, 
it was clear that “rights”, in the abstract, 
encompass the liberty to become who 
one wants to be and to live as one wants; 
and this same liberty is democracy. In 
general, they talked a lot and in much 
freer form than did most other groups. 
When discussing rights in the concrete, 
confl icts, discrimina  on, and Church-
State rela  ons, the perspec  ves of the 
youth provide some addi  onal nuance 
to the perspec  ves already described by 
the mixed-age groups of Orthodox and 
Chris  an minori  es; the most important 
of these nuances are presented in list-
form below:

 People in Moldova, including the youth 
in this group, are not clear about what 
cons  tutes ‘hate speech’; how this dif-
fers from ‘free speech’; and whether 
their rights to ‘free speech’ are compro-
mised by censorship of ‘hate speech’.

 The Media and Press in Moldova are 
not felt to be free. Thus, while the 
young feel more or less free to express 
their personal opinions, they feel that 
no one listens to them; and, if one 
seeks a public audience, then freedom 
of expression is not protected.

 Family Law in Moldova is considered to 
discriminate against men. Specifi cally in 
case of divorce, young men complained 
that the law awards full custody of chil-
dren to the mother unless she is unfi t 
to care for them. It is their wives they 
want to divorce, say the men, not their 
children.

 The youth were unequivocal in their 
priori  za  on of a mother’s health and 
life over that of an unborn child in de-
cisions concerning abor  on. (Like their 
elders they did not support abor  on as 
a ma  er of “choice”, but they did not 
subscribe to the mother accep  ng her 
own death in favor of a child’s life).
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 At the same  me, it was from within the 
youth group that one person suggest-
ed making abor  on illegal. In all other 
groups, the law was not contested even 
though it allows something that is not 
in accord with religious principles. 

 The young disagree about whether 
linguis  c discrimina  on s  ll exists in 
Moldova. Indeed, the youth see no 
more evidence of discrimina  on or the 
maltreatment of individuals than do the 
mixed-age Orthodox groups. Their lack 
of repor  ng discrimina  on, however, 
may be because they do not know how 
to recognize it.

 They are sensi  ve to some issues, and 
know that Roma and Muslims are de-
nied work. This is in contrast to the sit-
ua  on of Chris  an minori  es who fi nd 
work.

 Along with the Muslim group, the 
youth are also the only ones to report 
(fi ve speakers) on parents who disown 
their children over ma  ers of religious 
conversion.

 The youth report feeling the “impo-
si  on” of religious values and per-
spec  ves on children from mul  ple 
direc  ons; this includes pressures 
from atheist teachers as well as priests 
teaching in school, but also pressures 
outside the school. Some connect the 
imposi  on of religion on children with 
broader trends of religious imposi  on 
felt throughout society. 
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Church and 
State in the 
Republic 
of Moldova6

The main aim of this study was to provide 
a social analysis of the rela  on between 
the Church and the State in the case of 
the Republic of Moldova. The most rele-
vant and important fi ndings are detailed, 
for all three research instruments, in the 
above sec  ons. In this fi nal chapter we 
aim at blending the results of the three 
dis  nct research components in order to 
produce synthe  c conclusions for this so-
ciological study. 

Before presen  ng the conclusions, we 
must underline certain important aspects 
concerning the research context. This 
analysis is aimed to be impar  al, thus 
we have excluded any socio-poli  cal ele-
ments. Nevertheless, we must admit that 
there are documented concerns regard-
ing the poten  al limita  ons of certain 
fundamental rights as a consequence of 
the infl uence that certain churches and 
the religious movements hold. One such 
example is the Interna  onal Religious Free-
dom Report for 2011 of the US Depart-
ment of State, which draws a  en  on to 
the viola  on of the right of free religious 
prac  ce18. 

18 US Department of State, Interna  onal Religious 
Freedom Report for 2011. Republic of  Moldova, 
available at: h  p://www.state.gov/documents/
organiza  on/193051.pdf

Similarly, a series of monitoriza  ons con-
ducted by the Soros Moldova Founda  on 
between 2014-2015 illustrate the per-
sistence of these issues. The 2016 elec-
toral year brought the direct interven  on 
of certain religious leaders in the electoral 
presiden  al campaign, as well as a strong 
focus of the public agenda on religious-in-
spired topics such as teaching religion in 
public schools, as well as the marginaliza-
 on of same-sex couples. All these facts 

illustrate a growing infl uence that the 
Churches have in the poli  cal and social 
spheres, and it therefore makes one ask 
whether there is public support for social 
changes in this direc  on?
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Rights Recogni  on and 
Limita  on

The Republic of Moldova has signed the 
Universal Declara  on of Human Rights 
and recognizes and guarantees, through 
its Cons  tu  on, fundamental human 
rights and liber  es. However, it is debat-
able whether the public support for these 
rights and liber  es is high enough to de-
scribe the situa  on as being irreversible. 
Although the majority of the popula  on 
accepts and supports the existence of 
fundamental rights, their understanding 
is s  ll low. There is no strong support 
for appealing to an extra-territorial court 
such as the European Court for Human 
Rights, moreover there are situa  ons for 
which the limita  on of a fundamental 
right is socially acceptable. We can trace 
an a   tude of rejec  on of rights for cer-
tain individuals or groups who are per-
ceived as being diff erent from the majori-
ty. These percep  ons are constructed on 
a society defi ned by a strong social con-
serva  onism and a high degree of intoler-
ance for otherness. Opinion leaders tend 
to o  en describe their communi  es as 
not being discriminatory towards certain 
individuals, but the data seems to deny 
this percep  on. 

Another topic frequently men  oned by 
the opinion leaders is the rela  onship 
between rights and obliga  ons: if there 
are rights, there must also be obliga  ons. 
There are strong indica  ons that the 
public opinion has a similar view on this 
topic. While we are not certain that there 
is a cri  cal mass of ci  zens that would 
demand/accept the limita  on of certain 
rights for those who do not meet their 
obliga  ons, the risk is certain. 

In this context religious infl uence is visible 
from two perspec  ves. First, there is the 
strong correla  on between one’s deep 
religiosity and high conserva  onism and 
intolerance, a rela  on that is supported 
by the sta  s  cal data gathered in this re-
search. Secondly, the most debated rights 
are those that are considered immoral by 
the dogma of the major Chris  an Church 
in Moldova. The most relevant example 
is the case of sexual minori  es’ rights. 
When it comes to Human Rights, there is 
no “alterna  ve” discourse as in the case 
of the Russian Orthodox Church, nor 
does it seem  necessary to the churches 
to develop such a discourse: the opinion 
of the majority of the popula  on is al-
ready in accord with that of the churches. 

Religious Freedom

Another fact pointed out by the quan  -
ta  ve data is that there are situa  ons in 
which religious liberty is limited both by 
public ins  tu  ons, as well as by the soci-
ety as a whole. These cases are complet-
ed by the informa  on gathered through 
interviews and focus groups. There are 
several denomina  ons that are strongly 
marginalized (e.g. Jehovah’s Witnesses), 
denomina  ons towards which suspicion 
(of endangering others, physically or mor-
ally) is very high (e.g. Muslims, given the 
recent interna  onal context), as well as 
various Chris  an confessional communi-
 es that are being tolerated, but which are 

s  ll prevented from freely prac  cing their 
religion. 

Qualita  ve data illustrates that mul  -con-
fessional communi  es have, in some 
cases, developed ad-hoc solu  ons for 
peaceful cohabita  on, and in some cases 
collabora  on, between the major Ortho-
dox Chris  an denomina  on and the mi-
nority ones. We consider these solu  ons 
ad-hoc rather than systemic, as respon-
dents have men  oned that they are usu-
ally not transposed at the district na  onal 
level. Also, confl ict situa  ons s  ll exist, 
even if they don’t reach the mass media. 

In the cases where coopera  on was 
reached, the key was fi nding a common 
ground between confessional communi-
 es. This explains why most coopera  on 

situa  ons were registered in the com-
muni  es where there are more than one 
Chris  an Church. A nega  ve sited-eff ect 
of this situa  on is that in certain cases 
common ground is based on intolerance 
towards those perceived as not being nor-
mal: non-Chris  ans, sexual minori  es, or 
even Chris  an denomina  ons perceived 
as being too diff erent. 

The above-men  oned rela  onship be-
tween rights and obliga  ons is also 
strongly used as a moral jus  fi ca  on for 
one’s intolerance. In short, certain people 
“lose” their rights because they don’t ful-
fi ll their obliga  ons toward the state and 
society. This type of discourse provides a 
strong intolerance boost in every society. 

Church versus State

The Church (or Churches, generally) is 
perceived as a source of morality and or-
der in a society in which the ins  tu  on 
of the State is not able to fulfi ll these 
roles. This percep  on is supported both 
by quan  ta  ve survey data, as well as 
by qualita  ve data from interviews. So-
cial conserva  sm and frequent church 
interac  ons are correlated with support 
for order and authoritarian government.  
During interviews, numerous opinion 
leaders have complained about the lack 
of morality in society. 

A certain degree of infl uence that church-
es might hold on public aff airs is accept-
able both for numerous opinion leaders, 
as well as for the majority of popula  on. 
In this context the Church can be seen 
as a legi  mized source of authority, as 
opposed to the State. But it is important 
to note that this is due to the perceived 
weakness of the State, rather than the 
strong Church. Religious leaders are not 
very popular; as a ma  er of fact their 
trust level is similar to that of poli  cians. 
Thus, this recourse to the Church as a 
strong moral source is not based on the 
current situa  on; rather it is a projec  on 
of an ideal Church. 
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Church and State

Generally, public opinion points toward 
a strong preference for collabora  on be-
tween the major Church and the State. 
Separa  on between the Church and 
State is accepted at the level of dis-
course, but data shows that it is not an 
internalized prac  ce; rather it is consid-
ered the appropriate answer. In fact, it is 
clear that the Orthodox Church expects 
the State to provide a privileged treat-
ment translated into two major approach-
es: direct (material) support and religious 
infl uence on public policy. The mo  ves 
behind these expecta  ons are on the one 
hand, the need to be validated as one of 
the most important social ins  tu  ons; on 
the other hand, it is the need to repair 
the moral and material damages that the 
Church suff ered during the Soviet era.

This approach, especially Church infl u-
ence on public policy, is strongly support-
ed by society. Almost half of the ci  zens 
would approve direct public funding of 
the major religious denomina  ons. Slight-
ly less than a third would also support 
certain forms of tax relief for the Church. 
This opinion is predominant among the 
local community leaders. Representa  ves 
of the Orthodox Church indicate that lo-
cal public administra  ons would support 
the church more if there were no legal 
boundaries. This was confi rmed during 
the discussions with representa  ves of 
public administra  on who described 
how they provide support to the Church 
through various “legal” means (including 
the discre  onary funds of local councils). 
There are certain indica  ons that, at least 
at the local level, the prac  ce of funding 
the Church is tacitly accepted both by 
offi  cials and popula  on. In this context, 
a poten  al law amendment that would 
legalize the prac  ce would be met favor-
ably.  

The infl uence that Church bears on the 
State is even more visible when follow-
ing topics are discussed: teaching religion 
in public schools, reproduc  ve health 
(abor  on), acknowledging rights for sex-
ual minori  es or equal gender roles. Ex-
cept for the last issue, the data reveals a 
strong public support for the conserva-
 ve-religious agenda. In this context we 

must add that when religious conversion 
happens, it usually occurs from the more 
lenient (Orthodox) to the stricter forms of 
religious observance (diff erent neo-Prot-
estant confessions or Islam). 

Furthermore, data gathered through all 
the used instruments shows that there 
is a dominant opinion favoring a Church 
(par  cularly the Orthodox Church) that 
would be regularly consulted in the law-
making process, at least in the case of 
“moral” laws. This situa  on is based on 
the moral-source-a  ributed-role of the 
Church. 

Against this background there is a real risk 
that the public would support the state’s 
adop  on of religious-conserva  ve public 
policies, at the local or central level, that 
would seriously limit the rights for certain 
minority social groups. 

Church and Poli  cs

Public support for collabora  on between 
the Church and the State seems to be 
capped at direct par  cipa  on of religious 
denomina  ons in poli  cal life. But even 
in this case, the situa  on is rela  ve. On 
the one hand, the majority rejects direct 
involvement, such as priests who stand 
for elec  on. On the other hand, around 
one-third would accept the selec  on of 
poli  cal candidates based on religious 
criteria, or recommenda  ons from reli-
gious leaders on how to vote. The core of 
ci  zens who would embrace a radical reli-
gious-conserva  ve agenda is around 10% 
of the popula  on; nonetheless, these are 
the ci  zens with reduced access to re-
sources.






