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Engaging the Margins:  Ethnographic Practice and Marginal Religious Communities in Central and Eastern Europe 

Hosted by New Europe College 

Workshop Outline 

 

The papers in this workshop explore the complex relationships, entanglements and negotiations that shape ethnographic projects 
that engage marginal, minority and underground religious communities. Complex issues of access, representation, research ethics 
and participation become more acute when working with closed groups, with congregations that were once clandestine or with   
isolated communities. In such cases, the experience of being researched may echo an uncomfortable past of surveillance and       
persecution and much more may be at stake when new representations of a hidden past reach the public domain. The speakers in 
this workshop, members of the Hidden Galleries project team plus special invited guests, will present the challenges, rewards and 
results of their ethnographic and archival work on and with Old Believers in Romania, Muslims in Croatia, Romanian neo-protestants 
in Serbia, Greek Catholics and Hungarians in Transylvania, Orthodox dissenters in Ukraine, clandestine religious groups in Hungary, 
and Inochentists in Moldova.  

 

 
The theme of the workshop informs the broader aims of the Hidden Galleries project which re-examines and re-contextualises the 
holdings of secret police archives in three countries; Romania, the Republic of Moldova and Hungary. The project draws scholarly 
and public attention to alternative uses and meanings of the archives in relation to the study of minority religions in the region. The 
secret police archives, in addition to containing millions of files on individuals and organisations monitored by the state, also        
constitute a hidden repository of religious art, publications, photographs and the ephemera of religious life confiscated by the secret 
police. The project, through its application of a range of approaches including archival historical and ethnographic studies and public 
exhibitions, offers a perspectival shift on the value and uses of the holdings of the secret police archives away from questions of   
historical “truth”, which have proven politically controversial and have given rise to numerous public scandals, to explore the        
creative agency of the religious underground and its representation by the state, the cultural patrimony of minority groups and     
ongoing societal debates on religious “otherness” in Central and Eastern Europe. 



 

 

 

Engaging the Margins: Ethnographic Practice and Marginal Religious Communities in Central and Eastern Europe 

New Europe College, November 8th 2018 

Programme 

 

9.45 - 10.00 Dr James Kapaló: Introduction 

 

10-10.30 Dr. Vlad Naumescu: Thinking through fieldwork with Old Believers: ways of seeing in ethnographic practice  

 

10.30-11.00 Dr. Lana Peternel: Searching for Recognition: Anthropological Perspectives on Islamic Community Establishment in Sisak, Croatia 

 

11.00-11.30 Coffee Break  

 

11.30-12.00 Dr. Mihai Popa: The Anthropologist as Churchgoer: Religious Identity, Practice and Challenges of Fieldwork in an Old Believers’ Village  

 

12.00 - 12.30 Dr. Aleksandra Djuric: Fieldwork Methodology in Closed Religious Groups: the Case of Romanian  neo-Protestant Communities in Serbia  

 

12.30-14.00 Lunch 
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14.00-14.30 Dr. Anca Sincan: Ethnographic fieldwork in Băița. Definitions of clandestinity in the underground Greek Catholic community during             

communism 

 

14.30-15.00 Dr. Tatiana Vagramenko: Visualising Religious Dissent: The Soviet Secret Police and the Aesthetic Order 

 

15.00-15.30 Dr. Agnes Hesz: Contested histories – a Hungarian Calvinist Church Choir and the Securitate 

  

15.30-16.00 Coffee Break  

 

16.00- 16.30 Dr. Kinga Povedák: Challenges and difficulties of ethnography based on secret police archival materials  

 

16.30 - 17.00 Dr James Kapalo: Fieldworking in the Shadow of Golgotha: Memory, Agency and Anti-sect Propaganda in an  Inochentist Community  

 

17.00- 17.30 Iuliana Cindrea and Dumitru Lisnic: Reports from the Field 

 

17.30-18.15 Closing Discussion  

 

19.00: Dinner   



 

 

ABSTRACTS 

 

 

Dr. Vlad Naumescu: Thinking through fieldwork with Old Believers: ways of seeing in ethnographic practice 

 

This paper reflects on the ethnographic and historical research I have done with Russian Old Believers in Romania over several years, the process of     
turning it into film and ethnographic texts, and their reception. It considers the ways of seeing inherent to ethnographic work, to the filmic process and 
the reading of   archives, three distinct modes of knowledge production with their own promises and pitfalls. Each presupposes different methodological 
and ethical challenges that probe the limits of our attempt to do research with rather than on people, especially those in a vulnerable position such as   
religious minorities.   

 

Dr. Lana Peternel: Searching for Recognition: Anthropological Perspectives on Islamic Community Establishment in Sisak, Croatia 

 

Long-lasting efforts of Islamic community in the city of Sisak for legal recognition, visibility and nominal acceptability shed a light on cultural, national/
ethnic and religious identities construction in Croatian society during socialist and post-socialist time. Collected historical documents gathered from 
“liminal” Islamic community archive relate to diverse communication practices between representatives of minority religious community and                  
governmental institutions. Documents include private letters, more hidden and intimate ethnographic narratives, along with official administrative reports 
or notes indicating diverse structural patterns of social hierarchy. Aiming to give subjective perspective of interlocutors on the processes  occurred on 
seemingly peripheral field of political interest; we introduced   ethnographic approach and conducted in-depth interviews with representatives involved in 
Islamic community establishment. We hypothesized that enduring struggle for minority religious rights and cultural recognition and lack of transparent 
institutional support influenced ambiguous sociocultural outcomes, and mirror changeable and dynamic political and sociocultural context. Moreover, we 
show that development of complex and non-transparent communication patterns between institutions and individuals or groups creates widespread    
perception of permanent segregation encouraging one-dimensional national and religious identification practice. Representing those events from diverse 
perspectives, we describe and reexamine formal relationships toward religious minority groups in former Yugoslavia likewise in current Croatia.  
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Dr. Mihai Popa: The Anthropologist as Churchgoer: Religious Identity, Practice and Challenges of Fieldwork in an Old Believers’ Village 

 

Almsgiving in church was one of the most important practices through which livelihood resources were distributed to the poor in Selo, an Old Believers’ 
village from Northern Dobruja, where I conducted fieldwork between July 2009 and November 2010. Because the allocation of resources to the needy 
was at the core of my doctoral research, I became in Selo a frequent participant-observer in church rituals. This experience helped me gain insights into 
how church attendance and prayer can represent forms of work, as well as into the negotiation of social relations within the village through church ritual. 
In this presentation I reflect on the ways in which my own religious identity and practice shaped my position as participant-observer within the village 
community. Attending the services of the Old-Rite Orthodox church helped me work closer with the members of the locally majority religious               
community. But it also created constraints on my interactions with other local religious minority believers. These dynamics contributed to shaping the 
image of Selo as primarily “an Old Believers’ village” in my ethnography.   

 

Dr. Aleksandra Djuric: Fieldwork Methodology in Closed Religious Groups: the Case of Romanian neo-Protestant Communities in Serbia 

 

This contribution is based on several years of ethnographic fieldwork with so called double minorities in multiethnic and multiconfessional regions of   
Serbia. The Romanian neo-Protestant communities mostly situated in northern Serbian Province of Vojvodina (Banat region) are an example of double 
minorities. This border region with Romania was historically a place of interreligious and interethnic encounter, where religions and languages mixed and 
there was contact between Orthodox Christians, Catholics, Protestants and neo-Protestants.  My case study included Romanian neo-Protestants, mainly 
Nazarenes, Seventh-Day Adventists, Baptists and Pentecostals. This research was qualitative oriented and it included interviews with members of four 
religious minority communities as well as participant observation. Gaining access to often closed religious minority groups is difficult and   gradual. The 
field researcher is often exposed to complex potential risks. In the methodology of fieldwork, emotional risks are emphasized as a consequence of       
stigmatization of the researcher himself/herself, as well as misunderstanding of the scientific aims by the researched community. Fieldwork within     
marginalized communities is often a part of urgent anthropology as an attempt of scientific observing of the transformations (namely archiving 
knowledge) or, like in the case of the Nazarene community, the process of disappearance of religious and cultural identities. Problems of ‘closed’ field 
and fieldwork risk of failure are very significant elements which the researcher must recognize working with minority communities, as well as                
representing the community to the ‘outside world’. 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

Dr. Anca Sincan: Ethnographic fieldwork in Băița. Definitions of clandestinity in the underground Greek Catholic community during  communism  

 

In the late 1970s two villages in Mureș county embarked onto two building projects. Băița and Teleac from the newly created Orthodox Bishopric of Alba 
Iulia, Reghin deanery, received state’s permission to build new churches. Both villages were Greek Catholic at the end of 1940 and were forced to sign the 
union with the Orthodox Church with a sizeable population refusing to sign the union imprisoned for the act of refusing the union and later practicing 
Greek Catholicism clandestinely. Teleac was the birth place of Greek Catholic bishop (later cardinal) Alexandru Todea and Băița the birth place of the 
Greek Catholic sister Ionela Cotoi who, in 1947 had a vision of Virgin Mary and became a popular sensation in Transylvanian villages warning the believers 
of the impending doom of the communist regime and urging the people to fight for the supremacy of belief. Several archival documents discuss the      
situation of both Teleac and Băița during communism and the villagers’ resistance to the union and one can argue based on these documents that the 
building process carried out by fresh out of Theological Institute Orthodox priests was a direct consequence of a state and Orthodox Church project of   
integration of the Greek Catholic believers in the Orthodox Church. I spent several weeks interviewing Greek Catholic and Orthodox believers this        
summer in Băița asking the informants about what clandestine worshiping meant for them. Armed with a thick description from the documentary files on           
Catholicism of the Securitate I investigated terms like secret, open secret, underground, clandestine worshiping during the times when the Greek Catholic 
Church was illegal. The span of 40 years of communism bears witness to important shifts in what it means to be a Greek Catholic and the way in which 
religion was practiced. 

 

Dr. Tatiana Vagramenko: Visualising Religious Dissent: The Soviet Secret Police and the Aesthetic Order 

 

Soviet political actions against the Orthodox Church triggered the growth of popular dissent movements like True Orthodox Christians, Ioannites,           
Fedorovists, Inochentists, Stephanovists, etc. When the majority of monasteries and churches were closed down, believers continued their religious life 
clandestinely, in private homes, forests, or underground. Numerous prophets, yurodivye (holy fools), klikushi (shriekers), disenfranchised priests, and 
homeless monastics wandered from village to village preaching the arrival of the Antichrist and Apocalyptic times. Often the rise of mass grassroots 
movements were spontaneous and heterogenous; dispersed communities and individuals were not untied neither organizationally, nor theologically. For 
the Soviet state and its secret police (the main state actor in dealing with the religious underground), this was difficult to control and not easier to define. 
The focus of the paper is visual forms of representation developed by the Soviet secret police in order to conceptualise and criminalise dispersed and 
often unseen dissent Orthodox communities. I discuss how the secret services “aestheticized” their constructions of popular religious dissent turning 
them into organized political enemies and what narrative/photo/film techniques were used to observe the aesthetic order. How religious believers       
conformed or resisted this aesthetic order is also a point of scrutiny in the paper. 
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Dr. Agnes Hesz: Contested histories – a Hungarian Calvinist Church Choir and the Securitat 

Using the case of a Hungarian Calvinist church choir in Transylvania, Romania, the paper aims to show how follow up ethnographic fieldwork opens up 
new layers of interpretation to a secret police file. In 1973, the Securitate compiled a documentary file about the church choir, which took the unusual 
format of a photo album. In this album, copies of confiscated documents of various types (registries, musical scores with Hungarian themes, 
correspondence with former members, etc.), images owned by the group and „crime scene” shots by the securitate were used as evidences for the 
group’s nationalist-irredentist and altogether hostile nature to the Romanian state. When showed to the remaining members of the choir, the evidences 
in the file were cast in a different light: some were seen as documenting the normal operation of the choir and some as attempts at preserving the 
memories of the Hungarian community against the growing Romanian dominance in the local community. Reactions of choir members to the emergence 
of the album and the scholarly interest it had triggered offer yet another layer of interpretation: within the contested field of local history writing the 
album reinvigorated interest in the history of the local Hungarian community and the role they played in the settlements past.  

 

Dr. Kinga Povedák: Challenges and difficulties of ethnography based on secret police archival materials 

Research based on secret police archival materials poses several difficulties, especially when it also involves ethnographic fieldwork. In this contribution, I 
intend to share my experiences concerning some of the difficulties posed by doing a special kind of sensitive and urgent ethnographic fieldwork. Urgent as 
it is already rare to find research participants who had encounters with the secret police. And sensitive in a sense that an encounter with the secret police 
will very likely conjure negative memories and feelings. Through the presentation of two case studies, my paper will offer examples of  methodological 
obstacles I faced during my ethnographic fieldwork related to secret police dossiers. My first case relates to a hidden house-church that was raided by the 
secret police and illustrates feelings and emotions triggered by secret police files and in  particular by the images they contain. My paper explores how the 
encounter between the secret police file and those that were the targets of secret police operations, can provoke unexpected responses both positive and 
negative. My second case concerns a pilgrimage site situated in Northern Hungary where the communist state authorities decided to blow up the ‘holy 
well’. In this case I demonstrate how scarce secret police archival materials can be combined with fieldwork ethnography,   archbishopric archives and 
even propaganda films as alternative sources.  

 

Dr. James Kapaló: Fieldworking in the Shadow of Golgotha: Memory, Agency and Anti-sect Propoganda in an Inochentist Community 

More than any other published work, the novel Golgotha by Les Gomin shaped the popular imagination regarding Inochentism in the Soviet Union. “If you 
want to know about Inochentism, you should read Golgotha” a local friend told me during fieldwork. The novel had cast a particularly dark shadow over 
my friend’s village, which is home to a community of Archangelist-Inochentists, as the postface to the 1973 edition named her neighbours as the latest 
gullible victims of sectarian exploitation and perpetrators anti-Soviet activity. In the village of “Hadjiovca” many people had read the novel and everyone 
claimed know about whom it spoke. In this paper, which is based on conversations and interviews with people from the village between 2005 and 2014, I 
reflect on the powerful ambiance of Soviet anti-sect propaganda and how past “truths” shape the possibility of knowledge about the religious                 
underground and continue to define attitudes and boundaries in a rural community in Moldova.  



 

 

Speaker Biographies 

 

Vlad Naumescu  is Associate Professor at the Central European University in Budapest, Hungary. He has conducted extensive fieldwork in Ukraine, Romania and South 
India on questions of religious transmission in Eastern Christianity, looking at practices, institutions and politics that shape Orthodox communities in different  localities. 
He is the author of Modes of Religiosity in Eastern Christianity: Religious Processes and Social Change in Ukraine (Lit 2007), co-editor of Churches In-between: Greek 
Catholic Churches in Postsocialist Europe (Lit 2008), a special issue on Learning Spirit Possession (Ethnos 2012) and several articles exploring politics of memory and   
religious institutionalization, temporalities of transmission, virtue ethics and personhood, religious-secular formations in state socialism. Naumescu combines             
ethnography with filmmaking in his research, producing several documentary films that speak to his writings: Birds’ Way (2009), Bread of Life: The Word/The               
Silence (2014). He is currently working on a book project that explores ritual, history and ethics in Russian Old Belief.  

 

Lana Peternel is a research fellow at the Institute for Social Research in Zagreb. She received her PhD in anthropology at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, 
University of Zagreb in 2009, focusing on ethnic identity and the acculturation process among adolescents with a migrant background in Croatia. Applying                    
ethnographic approach, her main fields of interest include research on cultural change in contemporary social and economic post-transitional context in Croatia. More 
specifically, her interests include analyses of discrimination and social inequalities as consequences of forced migration processes in the South-East Europe in the last 
two decades. Working along with dr.sc. Filip Škiljan from the Institute for Migrations and Ethnic Studies, she is focused on the historical analytical perspective on         
institutional development of Islamic community in Croatia.  

 

Mihai Popa received his doctoral degree in social anthropology from the Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg in 2016. At present he is a Research Fellow in the 
Social Sciences   Division of The Research Institute of the University of Bucharest, a Research Fellow of the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy in       
Athens, and a Research Associate of the ‘Law and Anthropology’ Department at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle/ Germany. Mihai Popa        
conducted doctoral research in Romania among Old Believers, within the framework of the research project ‘Local State and Social Security in Rural Hungary, Romania 
and Serbia’, with support from the Volkswagen Foundation and the Max Planck Society. In his doctoral thesis, Mihai Popa analyzed how livelihood resources were     
provided to the needy in a village from Northern Dobruja by looking at complementing support practices involving local state bureaucrats, kinsfolk and the religious 
community. In the past years, Mihai Popa has turned his attention from the role of religion in shaping everyday practices of social support to issues such as the            
relevance of the European Court of Human Rights for religious minority communities, and the place of religion in the Romanian public sphere, see 
www.grassrootsmobilise.eu.   

 

Aleksandra Djurić Milovanović is an anthropologist working as research fellow at the Institute for Balkan Studies, the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Belgrade 
(Serbia). Main area of her research expertise include: religion, migration and minority groups. She is the author of Double Minorities in Serbia. Distinctive Aspects of the 
Religion and Ethnicity of Romanians in Vojvodina (Institute for Balkan Studies SASA, 2015) and co-editor of the volume Orthodox Christian Renewal Movements in     
Eastern Europe (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). 
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Anca Maria Șincan has a Ph.D. in history from Central European University in Budapest, Hungary with a research on religion in communist Romania. Her research      
interests include recent history of East Central Europe, history of historical writing, memory and remembrance, church history, religion and politics on which she       
published articles and book chapters. She was an expert in the Presidential Commission for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Romania for the chapter Church/ 
religious denominations under communism. She teaches courses at the History and International Relations Department at Petru Maior University in Tîrgu-Mureș. She 
was a guest lecturer at the Religious Studies Program and History Department at Central European University where she taught a course on Church and Nation State in 
East Central Europe. She is a researcher at the “Gheorghe Șincai” Institute of the Romanian Academy.Currently, she is a postdoctoral researcher at at the European    
Research Council Project Creative Agency and Religious Minorities: Hidden Galleries in the Secret Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe. 

 

Tatiana Vagramenko is a post-doctoral researcher at Study of Religions Department, University College Cork, Ireland. She completed her PhD in Anthropology at 
Maynooth University. Tatiana is also an affiliated researcher at the Centre of Arctic and Siberian Exploration, Institute for Sociology, Russian Academy of Sciences; and 
Grup d’Estudis sobre Cultures Indígenes I Afroamericanes, University of Barcelona. Her research interests lie in the area of anthropology of Christianity and              
postsocialism, including religion and resistance to power, religious fundamentalism and secularism, ethnic and religious minorities in Russia and Ukraine. Based on a 
lengthy field experience, her work focuses on the politicization of religion in post-Soviet Russia and Ukraine, and the legacy of Soviet religious dissent and religious     
minorities’ resistance to authoritarian regime in postsocialist societies. Tatiana’s current project “Religious Minorities in Ukraine from the Soviet Underground to the  
Euromaidan: Pathways to Religious Freedom and Pluralism in Enlarging Europe”, funded by the Irish Research Council, dwells upon historical materials from recently 
opened archives of the Soviet security services in Ukraine and the ethnography of the Maidan Revolution. 

 
Agnes Hesz studied European Ethnology and English Literature and Linguistics at the University of Pécs. She defended her PhD in 2009 at the Interdisciplinary Doctorate 
School, European Ethnology – Cultural Anthropology Program, Faculty of Humanities, Universtity of Pécs on the social role of the dead in a village community in 
Romania. Since 2006 she has been teaching at the Department of European Ethnology – Cultural Anthropology, University of Pécs. Her main research interests include 
vernacular religiosity, anthropology of death, and contemporary witchcraft discourse. She is the author of the book Élők, holtak és adósságok. A halottak szerepe egy 
erdélyi faluközösségben (The Dead, the Living, and their Debts. The Role of the Dead in a Village Community). 

 

Kinga Povedák (PhD) studied European Ethnology and American Studies at the University of Szeged, Hungary. Her dissertation explores religious modernization through 
the phenomenon of popular Christian music among Catholics, focusing on and analyzing the peculiarities of vernacular religiosity during socialist times through the 
study of the origins of the movement in Hungary. Currently she is a postdoctoral researcher at the Creative Agency and Religious Minorities: Hidden Galleries in the 
Secret Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe project (UCC, Ireland). She is research fellow at the Research Group for the Study of Religious Culture (Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences – University of Szeged). Her recent pulications explore vernacular religiosity during socialist Hungary, Christianity and popular culture, pentecostal 
charistmatic Christianity.  

 



 

 

 James Kapaló is Senior Lecturer in the Study of Religions at University College Cork and co-Director of the Marginalised and Endangered Worldviews Study Centre 
(MEWSC). Drawing on anthropology, folklore and history, he works both ethnographically and with archival and museum collections to explore                            
vernacular knowledge, folk practices and local memory as a counterpoint to national romantic narratives that tend to wash over folk and local cultural meanings. 
He is author of Text, Context and Performance: Gagauz Folk Religion in Discourse and Practice (Leiden: Brill, 2008) and a forthcoming  monograph Inochentism and   
Russian Orthodoxy (Routledge: London, 2018). He is Principal Investigator of the European Research Council Project Creative Agency and Religious Minorities:   
Hidden Galleries in the Secret Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe (Project no. 677355). 

 

Iuliana Cindrea has an MA from The Department of History, Patrimony and Protestant Theology within “Lucian Blaga” University, Sibiu, Romania, with a            
dissertation entitled Psychiatry and Political Repression in Communist Romania (1965-1989). Her main research interests include the history of Romanian           
Neo-protestant communities and the manner in which they were perceived by the totalitarian regimes in the 20th century Romania, as well as the repressive 
mechanisms used towards these communities. To this effect, she has conducted research in the archives of the former Romanian secret police, the Securitate 
(CNSAS). She is currently a PhD Candidate  within the European Research Council Project, Creative Agency and Religious Minorities: Hidden Galleries in the Secret 
Police Archives in Central and Eastern Europe (Hidden Galleries), with a thesis entitled Hidden Galleries, Silenced Communities: Religious Minorities and the Secret 
Police in 20th Century Romania. 

 

Dumitru Lisnic holds a MA degree in History from “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iași, Romania. His MA thesis focused on the housing policy as a  mechanism 
of state control and on repressive policies during late Stalinism in the city of Bălți (Soviet Moldavia, present day Republic of Moldova). He also participated in    
research projects focused on subjects such as collectivisation of agriculture under Communism, the Romanian POWs detained in NKVD camps, and conducted  
research on the local elites in post-war Moldavian SSR. Currently he is PhD candidate at the Department of the Study of Religions at UCC. His main research      
interests include the history of the Soviet Union and ethno-religious minorities in Eastern Europe. His PhD research at UCC is on materiality and creativity among 
Inochentists’ religious minority in the USSR between 1924 and 1991. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Us: For further information on the Hidden Galleries project at UCC please do not hesitate to contact: 

Hidden Galleries ERC Project, 

3.37 O’ Rahilly Building UCC. 

Email: hiddengalleries@ucc.ie 

Phone: + 353 (0)21 4903083 

Websites: www.hiddengalleries.eu  

 This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation   programme No . 677355 


