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Introduction
Religion and the Soviet State explores one of the twentieth century’s most volatile and
compelling encounters between ideology and faith. The Soviet Union, born of
revolution and committed to an uncompromising doctrine of state atheism, set out to
remake society at every level—including the deepest currents of spiritual belief and
religious practice. While the Communist government never fully outlawed organized
religion, its carefully engineered policies, alternatingly harsh and accommodating,
defined and circumscribed the lives of millions of believers and refashioned the
structures of churches, mosques, synagogues, and other religious communities.

This book offers a balanced history of how religion survived, adapted, and occasionally
revived within the shifting constraints of the Soviet regime. From the cataclysmic
decrees of the 1917 revolution, which stripped churches of their property and
privileges, to the relentless campaigns of Stalin’s “atheist five-year plan,” and through
the wary pragmatism of wartime rapprochement, we trace the distinctive arc of
repression and resilience. The narrative casts a wide net, considering Orthodox
Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Protestantism, and minority faiths, and explores how each
was shaped by the complex interplay between official ideology, state administration,
and enduring communal traditions.

The Soviet story is not merely one of top-down oppression. It is also the story of
adaptation, negotiation, and everyday religious life under pressure. While tens of
thousands of clerics, imams, rabbis, and lay activists suffered imprisonment, exile, or
death, networks of believers persisted—sometimes “officially,” often clandestinely,
and always shaped by the demands of secrecy, improvisation, and subterfuge.
Religious practice could be public or private, but even persecution frequently fostered
spontaneous piety and the formation of new, decentralized expressions of faith.

Crucial to understanding this history is the shifting nature of Soviet policy, shaped as
much by pragmatic exigency as by ideological zeal. The Nazi invasion in World War II
catalyzed a remarkable, if short-lived, religious revival as Stalin sought to harness the
patriotic power of the Russian Orthodox Church and other faiths for the war effort.
Later leaders, from Khrushchev to Gorbachev, oscillated between renewed repression
and unprecedented liberalization, with official policy often at odds with lived realities
on the ground—from bustling unregistered mosques in Central Asia to persistent
underground Protestant congregations in Ukraine and Siberia.

The Soviet approach to religion was, at its core, simultaneously systematic and
improvisational, defined by a struggle to mold human consciousness through force,
persuasion, and administration. Yet the persistence of belief, and the eventual

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

resurgence of religious life after 1991, testifies to the limitations of state power and
the enduring place of faith in shaping identity and culture across the USSR’s vast and
diverse domains.

Religion and the Soviet State aims to illuminate this complex history, offering readers
a multifaceted account of how communism and faith clashed, intermingled, adapted,
and survived. Through an examination of policies and lived experiences, the following
chapters shed light on the enduring legacies of the Soviet experiment with
atheism—legacies that continue to shape religious and political life across Eurasia
today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Marxist-Leninist Critique of
Religion
The foundational premise for the Soviet state's aggressive stance against religion lay
deeply embedded in the philosophical bedrock of Marxism-Leninism. To understand
the decades of persecution, the periods of uneasy accommodation, and the ultimate, if
temporary, triumph of official atheism, one must first grapple with the ideological lens
through which the Bolsheviks viewed faith. For Marx, and subsequently for Lenin,
religion was far more than a personal conviction or a set of spiritual practices; it was a
potent social force, an opiate, and an instrument of class oppression.

Karl Marx famously declared religion to be "the opium of the people." This wasn't
merely a dismissive insult, but a profound analytical statement within his broader
critique of capitalism. In his view, religion offered solace and illusory happiness to the
downtrodden, distracting them from the material conditions of their exploitation. It
promised a better afterlife, thereby discouraging revolutionary action in the present. If
one believed that suffering in this life would be rewarded in the next, what incentive
was there to overthrow the oppressive structures creating that suffering? Religion,
therefore, served to legitimize and perpetuate the very systems that exploited the
working class. It was a tool wielded, consciously or unconsciously, by the ruling
bourgeoisie to maintain their power and stupefy the proletariat into passive
acceptance of their lot.

This materialist understanding of religion meant that its origins were not divine but
earthly, rooted in humanity's struggle with and alienation from its own creative
powers. As societies developed and humans became increasingly alienated from the
fruits of their labor, from each other, and from their own species-being, religion
emerged as a comforting but ultimately false palliative. It was a "sigh of the oppressed
creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions." For
Marxists, true liberation could only come when humanity shed these illusions and
confronted the material realities of their existence, thereby transforming the world
rather than seeking solace in a fabricated spiritual realm.

Vladimir Lenin, the architect of the Bolshevik Revolution and the first leader of the
Soviet Union, embraced and amplified Marx's anti-religious sentiments. For Lenin,
religion was a particularly insidious form of "spiritual gin" or "spiritual booze," used by
the exploiters to keep the masses subservient. He saw it as intrinsically linked to the
tsarist autocracy, where the Russian Orthodox Church had historically served as a
loyal pillar of the state, legitimizing the divine right of the monarch and preaching
obedience to authority. This historical alliance between church and state in Russia
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solidified Lenin's conviction that religion was inherently "counter-revolutionary."

Lenin extended the Marxist critique by arguing that religion was not merely a passive
opiate but an active obstacle to the revolutionary struggle. It fostered superstition,
inhibited scientific thought, and diverted energy and loyalty away from the Party and
the socialist cause. In the context of building a new, atheist society, religion
represented a direct ideological competitor, a worldview fundamentally incompatible
with the scientific materialism that underpinned Bolshevism. The Party could not
tolerate any rival claim to truth or authority, especially one that offered an alternative
vision of morality, community, and purpose.

The Bolsheviks, therefore, viewed religion through a pragmatic, political lens. It wasn't
enough to simply tolerate or ignore it; religion had to be actively combated and
ultimately eradicated for the socialist project to succeed. This wasn't about
persecuting individuals for their personal beliefs, at least not initially in stated policy,
but about dismantling the institutional power of religious organizations and
discrediting religious ideas. The goal was to liberate the working class from the
"shackles of religious prejudice" and usher in an era of scientific enlightenment and
collective human agency.

This ideological framework provided the rationale for the sweeping measures that
would soon follow the October Revolution. The nationalization of church property, the
closure of religious schools, the suppression of religious publications—these were not
arbitrary acts of malice but logical extensions of the Marxist-Leninist analysis. If
religion was an instrument of oppression, then its material basis and institutional
infrastructure had to be dismantled. If it was a source of false consciousness, then a
robust campaign of atheist propaganda and scientific education was necessary to
enlighten the masses.

However, the theoretical purity of the Marxist-Leninist critique often clashed with the
complex realities of a deeply religious society. While the ideologues might have seen
religion as a relic of a bygone era, a vestige of feudalism and capitalism destined to
wither away with the advance of socialism, millions of Soviet citizens held onto their
faith with remarkable tenacity. This disconnect between theory and practice would
define the entire Soviet experiment with religion, leading to decades of struggle,
adaptation, and occasional, surprising compromises. The unwavering ideological
commitment to atheism, however, remained the constant, the engine driving the
state's policies, even when practical considerations forced temporary retreats or
tactical shifts. The stage was set for a monumental clash of worldviews, where the
"opiate of the people" would prove far more resilient than its detractors had ever
anticipated.
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