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STATE OF AFFAIRS

Russkii Mir,  
the Romanian Legionnaire Movement,  

and Religious Fascism

This article examines two important 
religiously based movements with-
in Orthodoxy in terms of their rela-
tionship to fascism: the Legion of the 
Archangel Michael (better known as 
the Iron Guard), which flourished 
in Romania between 1927 and 1944; 
and the ideology of Russkii mir (the 
Russian world), the official policy 
of the Russian State and the Russian 
Orthodox Church.

The Legion of the Archangel Michael 
fed on growing discontent with the 
place of ethnic minorities, especial-
ly Jews, in interwar liberal Romania. 
The Legion combined charismat-
ic leadership, nationalism, religion, 
and “an apocalyptic, dual vision of 
the world”1 in an explosive cocktail. 

This article is an 
expanded version of a 
paper delivered at the 
panel “Religion and 
the War in Ukraine,” 
American Academy 
of Religion, Denver, 
Colorado, November 
19, 2022.
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Its nominal objective was the salva-
tion of the Romanian people and the 
nation’s spiritual renewal. Orthodox 
beliefs and practices featured high in 
its public discourse and ceremonies. 
In practice, its working ideology pro-
moted Romanian nationalism based 
on ethnic affiliation, social corporat-
ism, opposition to Western liberalism, 
the exclusion of minorities from the 
national project, anti-Semitism (which 
increased with the rise to power of the 
Nazis in Germany), and anti-commu-
nism. The Legion was also anti-Magyar 
(Hungarian) and anti-Roman Catholic 
Church.

Legionary ideology, adopting fas-
cist precursors and conspiracy the-
ories, found evidence of “rabbinical 
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aggression” against contemporary 
Romania in such varied social phe-
nomena as Freemasonry, Freudianism, 
homosexuality, atheism, and Marxism, 
all of which undermined the “puri-
ty” of Romanian society.2 The most 
important operational principle of 
the Iron Guard was organized and 
sustained violence, which, it discov-
ered, paid rich political dividends.3 In 
addition to violence against Jews, the 
Legion engaged in violence, including 
assassination, against Romanian liber-
al and pro-Western politicians and oth-
er opponents. 

But unlike secular Nazism and 
Italian fascism, the Legion incorpo-
rated religion, specifically Romanian 
Orthodoxy, into its ideology. Legionary 
ceremonies drew on Orthodox rituals, 
symbols, and practices, including the 
Cross, icons, and various features of 
the Divine Liturgy. The Iron Guard 
adopted a “legionary theology,” which 
transferred the Christian notion of sal-
vation from the individual to the ethnic 
nation.4

In the Legion’s nationalist vision, 
Orthodoxy is part of “Romanity,” an es-
sential aspect of being Romanian; con-
versely, non-Orthodox and non-ethnic 
Romanians cannot be true Romanians. 
Anti-Semitism was integral to this the-
ology; Jews were “seeking to break the 
‘spiritual link’ between the Romanian 
people and God, so that the Jews could 
destroy the Romanian nation.”5

The Legion attracted many Orthodox 
clergy and faithful who became ac-
tive members or supporters because 
of its religious and mystical ideology, 
especially as united with Romanian 
nationalism, anti-Semitism, and an-
ti-communism. In fragmented inter-
war Romania, the Legion was seen as 
a religious alternative to secularism 
and communism. Despite this, the 

hierarchs of the Romanian Orthodox 
Church were generally wary of the 
movement. Fearful of its influence 
among the parish clergy and the faith-
ful, the Romanian hierarchs supported 
its repression during World War II. 

The theory of Russkii mir (the Russian 
world) was developed by the Russian 
Orthodox Church and the govern-
ment of Vladimir Putin to promote 
Russian ecclesial and state interests. 
Russkii mir ideology is based on a sim-
plistic dualist world view which sees 
the corrupt West, led by the United 
States and Western European nations, 
as having capitulated to militant sec-
ularism, liberalism, globalization, 
Christianophobia, and sexual immo-
rality (especially homosexuality); the 
corrupt West aims at global domina-
tion and the imposition of its immo-
rality worldwide. Against this stands 
the “Russian world,” imbued with 
traditional Christian moral and so-
cial values, especially religion and 
the family. The teaching affirms that 
there is a transnational Russian sphere 
or civilization, called Holy Russia, 
which includes Russia, Ukraine, and 
Belarus (and sometimes Moldova and 
Kazakhstan), as well as ethnic Russians 
and Russian-speaking people through-
out the world. 

This “Russian world” has a common 
political center (Moscow), a common 
spiritual center (Kyiv, as the “moth-
er of all Rus’’), a common language 
(Russian), a common church (the 
Russian Orthodox Church, Moscow 
Patriarchate), and a common patri-
arch (the Patriarch of Moscow), who 
works in “symphony” with a common 
president or national leader (Vladimir 
Putin) to govern this Russian world, 
and so upholds a common distinctive 
spirituality, morality, and culture. 
In practice, the Russkii mir world-
view conjoins with the aggressive, 
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to the exclusion and repression 
of other ethnic nations, races or 
religions. 

•	 Authoritarianism, typically cen-
tralized in an all-powerful nation-
al leader, accompanied by forc-
ible suppression of all opposition. 

•	 Strong regimentation of society, 
implemented by a police state at 
the command of the all-powerful 
leader. 

•	 The subjugation of truth and real-
ity to the dominant ideology, and 
the creation of “alternate truths” 
and “alternate realities” conform-
ing with the ideology. 

Both the Iron Guard and Russkii 
mir appeal to Orthodox tradition as 
grounding for social and political ob-
jectives. The secular fascist traits men-
tioned above are supplemented by the 
identification of the ethnic nation and 
the state with the Orthodox Church: 
to be Romanian is to be Orthodox; and 
to be Russian is to be Orthodox—not 
“Orthodox” in a general sense, but 
specifically Romanian Orthodox or 
Russian Orthodox.

expansionist foreign policy of the Putin 
government, with the goal of restoring 
Russia to the boundaries of the former 
Soviet Union, and to become the domi-
nant world force. 

Under Patriarch Kirill (Gundyayev), 
the Russian Orthodox Church is an 
unstinting supporter of the Putin 
government. There is no separation 
of church and state; both work in 
harmony to impose the Russkii mir vi-
sion and Russian domination by any 
means. The proponents of the Russian 
world employ deception, lies, pro-
paganda, and violence to implement 
this Russian vision not only in Russia 
itself, but in neighboring countries, 
especially Ukraine, and indeed world-
wide. Ukraine is seen as an integral 
part of the Russian World which has 
been lured into the decadent Western 
camp, and which must be returned 
to the Russian fold where it belongs. 
Hence the unqualified support of the 
Russian Orthodox Church for the 
Russian war against Ukraine. 

In overview, both the Iron Guard and 
Russkii mir ideology exhibit features 
typical of the major twentieth-cen-
tury fascist movements in Germany 
(Naziism), Italy (fascism), and Spain 
(Francoism): 

•	 Glorification of racial or ethnic 
identity and assertion of the su-
periority of one’s race or nation 
over others. 

•	 Exaltation of a glorious nation-
al past which became corrupted 
typically as a result of foreign in-
fluences —especially racial (the 
Jews) or ideological (liberalism 
with its attendant democracy and 
human rights). 

•	 An emphasis on national rebirth 
founded on the nation or race, 
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There are, however, three major dif-
ferences between the Iron Guard and 
Russkii mir: First, the Iron Guard was 
vehemently anti-Semitic, supporting 
and taking part in the Romanian holo-
caust, with the silent complicity of the 
Romanian Orthodox Church,6 where-
as anti-Semitism is not an explicit part 
of Russkii mir ideology (although one 
suspects that it is not far beneath the 
surface). Secondly, the Iron Guard 
was an institution separate from the 
Romanian Orthodox Church, and in-
deed senior hierarchs of the Romanian 
Orthodox Church feared the move-
ment, although the Church never 
formally condemned it, nor forbade 
clergy or faithful from participating 
in it. Russkii mir is not an institution 
as such; it is primarily an ideology, 
an ideology which has become the of-
ficial policy of the Russian Orthodox 
Church, articulated initially especial-
ly by Patriarch Kirill, and taken up 
by Vladimir Putin as the policy of the 
Russian State. Thirdly, the Russian 
Orthodox Church does not directly en-
gage in violence against the opponents 
of the Russian government, unlike the 
Iron Guard. The Russian Orthodox 
Church does endorse, however, either 
overtly or by silent consent, the sup-
pression of internal opposition, the 
use of deception and lies against ex-
ternal enemies (mainly Western liberal 
democracies), the recourse to violence 
and war against recalcitrant nations, 
notably Ukraine, and the accompany-
ing use of violence against civilians, 

including executions, rape, torture, 
deportation of civilians, kidnapping of 
children, and cultural genocide. By its 
silent consent, the Russian Orthodox 
Church is complicit with the crimes of 
the Russian State against its enemies, 
both internal and external.

In a Christian perspective, both the 
Iron Guard and Russkii mir represent 
major deviations from the Gospel and 
from the Orthodox tradition,7 notably: 

•	 The exaltation of one race or eth-
nic group, a theology of ethnic su-
premacy, over others is contrary 
to the universality of Christianity. 

•	 The fostering of hatred among 
peoples is contrary to Christ’s 
gospel of love. 

•	 The use of violence, especially the 
recourse and glorification of war 
of aggression, is contrary to the 
Gospel. 

•	 The subordination of the church 
to the state is a perversion of 
the freedom and mission of the 
church to proclaim the Gospel. 

Further consideration of these devia-
tions is certainly warranted. Both the 
Iron Guard and Russkii mir exemplify 
the fusion of religious ideology with 
nationalist and authoritarian political 
programs. While their historical con-
texts differ, they share essential fea-
tures of religious fascism. 
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