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The early modern history of the Ukrainian lands provides a relatively rare 
European example of how confessional affiliation assumed functions that in other 
regions were performed by dynastic loyalty, estate-based patriotism, or territorial 
rights. From the Union of Brest of 1596 to the secularization measures of the late 
eighteenth century, Orthodoxy functioned not merely as a system of doctrine and ritual 
practice but, above all, as a vocabulary through which the Ruthenian community of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and later the population of the Hetmanate, 
described itself, its privileges, and the boundaries of its community. These theses 
outline four key stages of this process and formulate a qualification concerning the 
analytical limits of the confessionalization model when applied to the Eastern 
European context. The empirical basis consists of polemical treatises from the late 
sixteenth and first third of the seventeenth centuries, articles of Cossack-Polish 
agreements, documents of Orthodox brotherhood centers, and legislative acts of the 
Russian Empire concerning the administration of the Kyiv Church. The analytical 
approach is based on treating confessional affiliation not as a fixed characteristic of the 
population but as a variable social function whose meaning was determined by the 
configuration of political institutions surrounding it. 

The nineteenth-century historiographical tradition interpreted the Union of Brest as 
an event that divided an otherwise homogeneous Ruthenian community. The source 
material supports a different interpretation. By the end of the sixteenth century, the 
confessional affiliation of the Ruthenian nobility and burghers functioned primarily as an 
inherited custom that did not require explicit verbal justification (Hudziak, 2000). The 
Union made such justification obligatory: the parties were compelled to demonstrate their 
orthodoxy in terms of canon law, historical continuity, and linguistic tradition. Polemical 
literature, from Meletius Smotrytskyi's Threnos (1610) to Zacharias Kopystenskyi's 
Palinodia, transformed everyday adherence to the rite into a system of arguments 
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concerning the origins, rights, and historical agency of the “Ruthenian people” 
(Yakovenko, 2002). The very vocabulary of the polemics is revealing: the parties disputed 
the right to use the designation “Ruthenian,” the continuity of the Kyiv ecclesiastical 
tradition from the time of Volodymyr's baptism, and the legitimacy of ecclesiastical 
jurisdiction. In this dispute, the confessional argument inevitably acquired historical and 
territorial dimensions. The conflict performed a productive function: it created a need for 
self-description that had not previously existed. The trajectory of Smotrytskyi himself is 
equally indicative. After his conversion to the Union in 1627, in his Apologia he redefined 
the same concepts in favor of the opposite position, demonstrating the mobility rather than 
the fixed nature of confessional identities at the time. 

The chain of institutional decisions — the stauropegial status granted to the Lviv 
Dormition Brotherhood (1586), the establishment of the Kyiv Epiphany Brotherhood 
(1615), the restoration of the Orthodox hierarchy with the assistance of Patriarch 
Theophanes III of Jerusalem (1620), and the merger of the Lavra and Brotherhood schools 
into the college of Petro Mohyla (1632) — created an infrastructure capable of 
reproducing the confessional community through education and book printing rather than 
through inheritance alone (Isaievych, 1966; Nychyk, 1997). Mohyla's reform adopted the 
Latin school curriculum, rhetorical instruments, and theological techniques of its 
opponent, applying them to the defense of the Orthodox position. The result was a cultural 
configuration in which Orthodox confessional identity was combined with Latin learning, 
while Ruthenian distinctiveness was articulated through means intelligible throughout the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (Dovha, 2012). The normative consolidation of this 
position took place in the Orthodox Confession of Faith, approved by the Synod of Iași in 
1642, and in the catechism of 1645, which offered Eastern Christianity a systematic 
exposition of doctrine constructed according to a scholastic framework. At the same time, 
it should be noted that this strategy had a dual consequence: the intellectual instruments 
developed to defend confessional distinctiveness could subsequently be transferred with 
relative ease into other jurisdictional contexts, which is precisely what the Russian 
ecclesiastical administration exploited in the eighteenth century. 

The formula “Nalyvaiko's Faith,” which emerged in Polish polemics as a derogatory 
designation for Ruthenian Orthodoxy, eventually became a self-designation for a political 
position (Plokhy, 2006). The Cossack army, which lacked the estate-based grounds to 
speak on behalf of the “Ruthenian people,” found in the defense of the faith a sufficient 
basis for such representation: the defense of the “Greek religion” made it possible to 
formulate political demands in a language that was legitimate within the legal culture of 
the period. This operation can be traced in Petro Konashevych-Sahaidachny's support for 
the consecration of the Orthodox hierarchy in 1620, in the Protestation of 1621, and in the 
Zboriv (1649) and Hadiach (1658) negotiation articles, where the abolition of the Union 
was listed among the principal demands. Here, confession functioned not as the motive 
for political action but as its legitimizing framework — a distinction that should be 
maintained in order to avoid reducing Cossack politics to religious enthusiasm. The 
effectiveness of this framework derived from the fact that it expanded the range of those 
in whose name the Zaporozhian Host could speak: by defending the “Greek religion,” the 
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Cossacks spoke not only on their own behalf but also on behalf of burghers associated 
with brotherhood centers, part of the nobility, and monastic communities — that is, a 
socially heterogeneous aggregate for which no other common designation existed. 

The transfer of the Kyiv Metropolitanate under the jurisdiction of the Moscow 
Patriarchate (1685–1686) changed not the doctrine but the social function of 
confession. As long as Orthodoxy was opposed to Catholicism and the Union within 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, it delineated the boundary of the community. 
Once it became the faith of the state into which the Hetmanate had been incorporated, 
this boundary disappeared: a shared confession began to serve integration rather than 
differentiation (Plokhy, 2006). The bans on printing in Kyiv and Chernihiv (1720, 
1721, 1727), the introduction of the Ecclesiastical Regulation (1721), the 
standardization of liturgical practice, and the secularization of monastic estates (1786) 
successively dismantled the institutional foundations that had made Orthodoxy a bearer 
of distinctiveness. Other markers assumed the function of differentiation — the legal 
autonomy of the Hetmanate, the historiographical tradition, and later language. A 
paradoxical consequence of this process was that Kyiv's intellectual tradition, 
originally developed as a means of defending distinctiveness, came in the eighteenth 
century to nourish the broader imperial ecclesiastical culture: graduates of the Kyiv-
Mohyla Academy occupied episcopal sees throughout the empire, while the Synopsis 
of 1674 remained for a century a fundamental historical text that incorporated the 
Kyivan past into the dynastic scheme of Muscovite rule. 

The classical model of confessionalization, developed on the basis of the German 
territorial states, presupposes an alliance between confessional discipline and the state 
apparatus. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth did not provide such an alliance for 
the Orthodox community, while the Muscovite state applied it only after Ruthenian 
confessional culture had already developed independently. Thus, the Ukrainian lands 
of the seventeenth century demonstrate a form of confessionalization without a state: 
discipline was exercised by brotherhoods, diocesan visitations, and the school network 
(Skoczylas, 2010). This does not invalidate the model but requires its reformulation: 
the agent of confessional discipline may be a community deprived of state support, and 
precisely such a configuration may most strongly facilitate the transformation of 
religious affiliation into a marker of political belonging. 

The episodes examined above form a sequence in which Orthodoxy successively 
performed three different roles: first, as an object of defense; then, as a language of 
political representation; and finally, as an instrument of imperial integration. The 
change in its role resulted not from doctrinal transformations but from changes in the 
institutional context. This observation has broader implications for the discussion of 
the relationship between religion and early modern forms of collective self-
consciousness: confession acquires ethno-differentiating significance when and only 
when it does not coincide with the faith of the dominant political structure. A promising 
direction for further research is a comparative study of the educational practices of 
Orthodox and Uniate schools in the eighteenth century, which for a long time retained 
a common didactic repertoire despite differences in jurisdiction. 
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