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The history of Soviet atheism is a complex narrative that intertwines ideological doctrine, state policy, and social
transformation. From the inception of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, the Soviet Union embarked on an ambitious
campaign to eradicate religion and promote atheism as the official state ideology. This effort was rooted in Marxist-
Leninist principles, which viewed religion as an instrument of oppression and a barrier to socialist progress. Over the
decades, Soviet authorities implemented a series of systematic anti-religious campaigns, often targeting believers and
religious institutions alike. This article explores the development of Soviet atheism both in theory and in practice, as
well as the various anti-religious campaigns aimed at suppressing religious belief among Soviet citizens.

Foundations of Soviet Atheism: Ideology and Theory

Marxist-Leninist View on Religion

1. Marx famously described religion as the "opium of the people," viewing it as a tool used by the bourgeoisie to
maintain social inequality.
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2.

3.

Lenin and subsequent Soviet ideologues believed that religion was a form of false consciousness that hindered the
development of a classless society.
The fundamental goal was to replace religious belief with scientific materialism and revolutionary consciousness.

Official Atheist Doctrine and Education

1. Soviet ideology promoted atheism through education, propaganda, and institutional suppression of religion.

The League of Militant Atheists and other organizations were established to propagate atheism and combat
religious influence.

Educational curricula were designed to present scientific materialism as the only valid worldview, often dismissing
religious narratives.

Implementation of Anti-Religious Policies in Practice

Early Revolutionary Period (1917-1930s)

1.

Following the Bolshevik Revolution, the new Soviet government confiscated church property and closed religious
schools and institutions.

Clergy faced repression, arrests, and executions, especially during the Red Terror and subsequent purges.
Religious publications and gatherings were banned or heavily restricted.

State-Sponsored Anti-Religious Campaigns

1.

1930s Anti-Religious Campaigns: Under Stalin, the state intensified anti-religious policies, including the
destruction of church buildings, persecution of clergy, and propaganda campaigns to discredit religion.
Closure of Churches and Monasteries: Thousands of churches, mosques, synagogues, and monasteries were
closed or repurposed for secular use.



3. Propaganda and Education: Massive propaganda campaigns depicted religion as backward and harmful,
promoting scientific atheism.

Persecution of Religious Believers

1. Religious believers faced discrimination in employment, education, and social services.
2. Many clergy and active believers were imprisoned, exiled, or executed during the Great Purges of the late 1930s.
3. Despite repression, religious practices persisted covertly among ordinary citizens.

Post-World War II Atheist Campaigns and Religious Resilience

Continued Repression and Anti-Religious Propaganda

1. In the post-war period, the Soviet Union continued to suppress religious activities, emphasizing atheism in schools
and media.

2. Organizations like the League of Militant Atheists operated throughout the USSR to promote atheism and challenge
religious institutions.

3. Religious symbols and literature remained banned or censored in many contexts.

Religious Resilience and Adaptation

1. Despite repression, many believers maintained their faith clandestinely or in secret.

2. Some religious leaders adapted by engaging in subtle resistance or by cooperating with Soviet authorities to
preserve their communities.

3. In some cases, religious practices persisted in rural areas or among older populations, often unnoticed by
authorities.
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The Role of Believers in Soviet Anti-Religious Campaigns

Active Resistance and Subversion

1.

Many believers engaged in covert religious activities, including secret worship gatherings and the production of

religious literature.
Some clergy and laypeople risked imprisonment or death to sustain their faith and community practices.
Instances of sabotage and defiance against state-imposed anti-religious measures were documented throughout

Soviet history.

Religious Organizations and Opposition

Though officially suppressed, various religious organizations persisted underground or in exile.
The Russian Orthodox Church, in particular, became a symbol of resistance and national identity for many Soviet

citizens.
Other religious groups, including Muslims, Jews, and Buddhists, also maintained their traditions despite repression.

Legacy of Soviet Atheism and Anti-Religious Campaigns

Impact on Religious Life Today

1.
2.

The Soviet era significantly diminished religious participation and infrastructure, especially in urban centers.
However, many religious communities survived underground or in diaspora, experiencing revival after the fall of

the Soviet Union.
The legacy of state atheism influences contemporary debates about religion, secularism, and government policy in

Russia and former Soviet states.



Historical Lessons and Contemporary Reflection

1. Soviet anti-religious campaigns exemplify the potential for ideological state policies to suppress, but not entirely
eradicate, religious belief.

2. The resilience of believers and religious traditions highlights the deep-rooted nature of faith across cultures and
societies.

3. Modern Russia and other post-Soviet states grapple with the legacy of these campaigns in shaping their religious
and secular identities.

In conclusion, the history of Soviet atheism in theory and practice reveals a determined attempt by a revolutionary
state to reshape society by eradicating religion and promoting a scientific worldview. While the Soviet government
achieved significant suppression of religious institutions and beliefs, the resilience of religious communities and
beliefs persisted underground. The complex legacy of these anti-religious campaigns continues to influence
contemporary societal and religious dynamics in the post-Soviet space, offering important lessons on the interplay
between ideology, power, and faith.

History of Soviet Atheism in Theory and Practice and the Believer Soviet Antireligious Campaigns

The history of Soviet atheism in theory and practice, intertwined with the relentless campaigns against religion by the
Soviet state, forms a complex narrative of ideological transformation, social engineering, and resistance. From the
early days of revolutionary Russia through the height of Stalin’s rule and beyond, the Soviet Union sought to reshape
its society by promoting atheism and suppressing religious institutions. These efforts were not merely political but
ideological pursuits aimed at forging a new socialist consciousness, often at the expense of centuries-old religious
traditions. This article explores the evolution of Soviet atheism as both a theoretical ideology and a practical
campaign, as well as the experiences of believers who endured state-sponsored anti-religious campaigns.

The Roots of Soviet Atheism: Ideology and Theory
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Marxist Foundations of Atheism

The Soviet Union’s ideological stance on religion was deeply rooted in Marxist theory, which viewed religion as an
"opiate of the masses." Karl Marx famously argued that religion served as a tool for social control, providing illusions
that masked the realities of exploitation and inequality. Lenin and subsequent Soviet leaders adopted and adapted
these ideas, positioning atheism as an essential component of the communist worldview.

1. Religion as Social Control: Marx and Lenin saw religion as a tool used by the bourgeoisie to maintain their
dominance over the proletariat.

2. Abolition of Religion: The Soviet leadership believed that the overthrow of religious institutions was necessary to
establish a truly socialist society.

3. Materialist Philosophy: Soviet atheism promoted a materialist worldview, emphasizing scientific rationalism over
supernatural beliefs.

Official Atheism as State Doctrine

In the early Soviet period, atheism was not merely a personal belief but an official state doctrine. The Communist
Party promoted atheism through educational policies, propaganda, and the suppression of religious institutions.

1. Promotion of Scientific Atheism: Schools and media disseminated materialist and scientific perspectives on the
universe, often dismissing religious explanations.

2. Legal Restrictions: Religious organizations faced legal barriers—property confiscations, bans on religious
instruction, and restrictions on religious gatherings.

3. Creation of Atheist Organizations: Groups like the League of Militant Aiety (founded in 1925) aimed to promote
atheism and combat religious influence.

Practical Implementation: Anti-Religious Campaigns in Practice

Early Soviet Anti-Religious Measures



Following the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, the new government launched a series of aggressive measures to eliminate
religion’s influence.

1. Seizure of Religious Property: Churches, mosques, and synagogues had their property confiscated.

2. Persecution of Clergy: Clergy members faced imprisonment, exile, or execution, especially during the 1920s and
1930s.

3. Closure of Religious Institutions: Many churches and mosques were closed or repurposed for secular use, including
as warehouses or museums.

The 1920s-1930s: The Height of Anti-Religious Campaigns
Stalin’s rise to power marked a peak in anti-religious campaigns, characterized by brutal repression and propaganda.

1. Campaigns of Atheization: Massive efforts to promote atheism included distributing anti-religious literature,
organizing ridicule of religious figures, and encouraging public denunciations.

2. The Cult of the New Soviet Person: The ideal Soviet citizen was to be secular, scientifically minded, and free from
religious superstition.

3. Repression and Violence: The state targeted religious leaders and believers, often using the NKVD (secret police) to
carry out purges.

The Mechanisms of Anti-Religious Propaganda
The Soviet government systematically used propaganda to undermine religious belief:

1. Educational Campaigns: Textbooks and curricula emphasized scientific atheism.
2. Media and Literature: Films, posters, and literature portrayed religion as backward or harmful.
3. Anti-Religious Campaigns: Specific campaigns targeted religious holidays and practices, discouraging participation.

Resistance and Persistence: Believers in the Soviet Union

Despite relentless persecution, religious belief persisted among many Soviet citizens. Churches, mosques, and
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synagogues often operated clandestinely or under strict surveillance.

1. Hidden Worship: Many believers practiced their faith secretly, risking imprisonment or worse.

2. Religious Underground: Some religious communities maintained clandestine networks to preserve traditions and
transmit teachings.

3. Resistance Movements: Various groups, including the Russian Orthodox Church and Muslim communities, resisted
state suppression, often facing brutal crackdowns.

The Role of the Russian Orthodox Church

The Orthodox Church faced particular persecution but also experienced periods of relative tolerance, especially
during World War II when Stalin briefly eased restrictions to mobilize support against Nazi Germany.

1. Repression and Revival: Post-war, the church was again suppressed, with clergy imprisoned and churches closed.
2. Soviet Religious Policy Fluctuations: Policies fluctuated depending on political needs, sometimes tolerating
religious activity, other times intensifying repression.

The Suppression of Other Religions
Beyond Orthodoxy, the Soviet campaign targeted other faiths:

1. Islam: Imams and mosques faced suppression, especially in Central Asia and the Caucasus.

2. Judaism: Jewish religious life was restricted; many Jews faced anti-Semitic campaigns alongside anti-religious
measures.

3. Non-Conformist and New Religious Movements: These were often persecuted as threats to Soviet ideological unity.

The Decline and Transformation of Anti-Religious Campaigns
Post-Stalin Changes

After Stalin’s death in 1953, anti-religious campaigns softened somewhat, though repression persisted in various



forms.

1. Thaw Period: Khrushchev’s leadership saw some relaxation but also renewed campaigns against religious
institutions, especially during the late 1950s and early 1960s.

2. Perestroika and Glasnost: The late 1980s, under Gorbachev, marked a significant shift, leading to a partial revival
of religious freedom and the eventual legalization of religious activities.

Legacy of Soviet Anti-Religious Campaigns

While the Soviet Union officially promoted atheism, a significant portion of its population maintained religious beliefs
or cultural practices. The legacy of these campaigns continues to influence Russian society and its relationship with
religion today.

1. Religious Revival: Post-Soviet Russia has experienced a religious renaissance, particularly among the Russian
Orthodox faithful.

2. Secularization and Tolerance: Despite the revival, secular and atheist perspectives remain influential in Russian
politics and society.

3. Historical Reflection: The history of Soviet anti-religious campaigns remains a subject of scholarly debate,
reflection, and acknowledgment of the resilience of faith.

Conclusion

The history of Soviet atheism, from its ideological roots to its practical implementation, reflects a profound attempt to
reshape society in line with Marxist-Leninist principles. The relentless anti-religious campaigns—marked by
propaganda, repression, and social engineering—were driven by a desire to eradicate religion as a source of social
cohesion and ideological opposition. Yet, despite state efforts, religious belief persisted, often underground or in
secret, highlighting the resilience of faith amid state-sponsored hostility. This complex legacy continues to influence
contemporary discussions about religion, state power, and individual freedom in Russia and former Soviet states,
serving as a testament to both the power of ideology and the enduring human spirit.
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Questions & Answers About history of soviet atheism in theory and

practice and the believer soviet antireligious campaigns

in the Soviet Union from Lenin to
Gorbachev?

No Question Answer

1 What were the main goals of the Soviet | The Soviet anti-religious campaigns aimed to eliminate religious
state's anti-religious campaigns during | influence from society, promote atheism as the official ideology, and
the 20th century? establish a materialist worldview. This involved suppressing

religious institutions, persecuting clergy and believers, and
replacing religious practices with secular and socialist ideals.

2 How did the theory of Soviet atheism Soviet theory posited that religion was a tool of oppression used by
justify the state's anti-religious the bourgeoisie and clergy to maintain social inequality. It viewed
policies? religion as incompatible with scientific socialism and advocated for

the development of a scientific, materialist worldview, which
justified state efforts to eradicate religious beliefs and institutions.

3 In what ways did Soviet anti-religious These campaigns led to the closure of churches, mosques, and
campaigns affect believers and synagogues, persecution of clergy, confiscation of religious property,
religious communities? and propaganda against religion. Many believers faced

imprisonment, exile, or social marginalization, significantly
weakening religious communities and disrupting traditional
practices.

4 How did the practice of atheism evolve | Initially, under Lenin, anti-religious policies were aggressive,

involving persecution and propaganda. During Stalin's era,
campaigns intensified with forced atheization and suppression. Post-
Stalin, there was some relaxation, but anti-religious sentiment
persisted. Gorbachev's glasnost led to a partial liberalization,
allowing more religious expression and acknowledging the role of
faith in society.




5 What role did Soviet educational and Educational and cultural institutions were central in spreading
cultural institutions play in promoting | atheism through textbooks, propaganda, museum exhibits, and youth
atheism? organizations like the Young Pioneers. They aimed to replace
religious teachings with materialist philosophy, fostering a new
Soviet identity rooted in secularism and scientific rationalism.

Soviet atheism, anti-religious campaigns, Marxism-Leninism, state atheism, religious persecution, atheist propaganda,
Soviet ideology, church-state relations, anti-religious propaganda, believer Soviet history
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