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SOVIET STUDIES, vol. XXXVI, no. 1, January 1984, pp. 26-44 

THE TASK OF CREATING THE NEW SOVIET MAN: 
'ATHEISTIC PROPAGANDA' IN THE SOVIET MUSLIM AREAS 

By YAAcov Ro'I 

THE Soviet constitution has traditionally guaranteed 'freedom of religious worship and 
freedom of anti-religious propaganda', or, in the words of the 1977 'Brezhnev' constitu- 
tion, 'the right to profess or not to profess any religion, and to conduct religious worship or 
atheistic propaganda'.2 The position of religious worship in the USSR, and the qualifica- 
tions that have in effect limited the religious worship of virtually every one of the forty or so 
religions or religious denominations extant in the USSR, 3 have long been a topic of interest 
and research. 4 This article intends to examine the meaning and implications of the other 
'freedom', or right, ensconced in the same article of the Soviet constitution, one that has 
been implemented with fervour and without restriction, namely that of anti-religious, or 
atheistic, propaganda-and in our case vis-d-vis those sections of the Soviet population that 
profess or practise Islam. 

The general guiding principles and purposes of this propaganda are strikingly similar for 
all faiths: to restrict religious practice, particularly in its more demonstrative forms, and to 
prevent children and young people from being imbued with religious tenets or from being 
taught religious rites. 5 Yet the specific content of this propaganda is adapted to the needs, 
circumstances and inclinations of each religious community-indeed, its application in the 
Muslim areas of the USSR is an interesting case study in the use of atheistic propaganda in a 
sector in which religious 'survivals' are particularly resilient. It also reflects some of the 
Establishment's thoughts and concerns regarding that part of the Soviet population which 
is of Muslim origin. The largest of the non-Slavic groupings under Moscow's sway, this 
element is one of the most difficult to activate within the terms of reference postulated by 
Marxist-Leninist ideology precisely because of its continued identification with the Islamic 
way of life; for even if many of the strictly religious tenets of Islam have been successfully 
watered down by more than two generations of persistent erosion and open assault, others 
have been retained and remain to this day an integral component of the life-style and 
national cultural heritage of the USSR's many Muslim peoples. 6 

The unique requirements of atheistic propaganda among the Muslims were posited as 
early as 1921 by Mir-Said Sultan Galiev in the Narkomnats (People's Commissariat of 
Nationalities) journal, of which he was then editor. (The entire issue of anti-religious 
propaganda-its importance for ensuring the eventual consolidation and success of the 
Soviet regime, and the challenge it presented, given the Soviet population's intense relig- 
iosity-occupied the attention of the first generation of Bolsheviks in the immediate 
aftermath of the October Revolution.) Sultan Galiev attributed the special difficulties of 
anti-religious agitation among the Muslim population to several factors: on the one hand, 
he noted the strong influence of religion in the Islamic community, the social and political 
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features of Islam, especially the fact that it governed the believer's everyday life, and the 
more powerful position and proportionately greater number of Muslim religious function- 
aries (as against those of other faiths); and, on the other hand, he explained that, as a result 
of the defensive position Islam had adopted in recent centuries as an oppressed religion and, 
in particular, of the solidarity felt between the various groups of the faithful as against non- 
believers, there was a danger that Bolshevik agitation might be likened to Imperial Russia's 
missionary activity. Finally, Sultan Galiev pointed to the cultural backwardness of the 
Muslims which he considered conducive to, and indeed a natural companion of, religious 
fanaticism. He stressed that in these conditions atheistic propaganda required a tactful and 
practical approach and an attractive personal example and that the moral and political 
degradation to which the Muslims had been subjected under the Tsars should be corrected: 
the Muslims must become equal Soviet citizens, receive public education 'in all forms and at 
all levels', and become actively involved in the State's administrative, political and 
economic agencies. Beyond these general directives, Sultan Galiev insisted that 'the great 
economic, social and cultural differences among the different Muslim peoples of Russia' 
necessitated a variety of approaches based on a careful study of each individual group's 
customs and culture. 7 

Over half a century has passed since Sultan Galiev was purged on charges of national 
deviationism.8 Yet the problems that concerned him continue to perturb the Soviet 
authorities. Rather than dealing with the pendulum of the fortunes of atheistic activity 
among the Soviet Muslim population during the 65 years since the Revolution, I shall focus 
on its tasks and achievements in recent years (the late 1970s and early 1980s), when it has 
again become a major feature of the central authorities' endeavour to impose their world 
outlook on an increasingly numerous and important segment of the Soviet population 
whose resistance to external influences and pressures has proved to be extraordinarily 
strong. 

Today, too, it is clearly not sufficient for Soviet anti-religious propagandists to talk in 
purely theoretical terms about the irrelevance and harmfulness of religion and its trappings 
in the modern world as a whole and in Soviet society in particular. Since the immediate 
objective of anti-religious propaganda-and especially, so it seems, in the Muslim areas-is 
to ridicule and censure well-defined, age-old popular customs, it is necessary to be as 
concrete as possible. One article which discussed the issue in detail not only censured the 
stereotype scholastic approach of 'quotation-mongering, superficial comment' and 
formalism, but demanded that atheistic propaganda 'take into account the dialectical unity 
of objective circumstances and subjective factors' and be reinforced by 'a complex of socio- 
economic and cultural measures'.9 The fact that recently the Soviet Establishment has 
openly admitted that even the intelligentsia in the Muslim regions is contaminated with 
'religious prejudice' (see below) has not led to any basic change in the propagandists' 
approach. Yet, recognition of the increase in religiosity as a whole within the Muslim 
population, and particularly of religion's growing appeal to the young and the educated 10 

(making it more and more difficult to contend that the problem is limited to pensioners, 
babushki and 'backward elements'), has led to an attempt to employ more sophisticated 
methods of anti-religious propaganda and intensified efforts to implement it. The latest 
onslaught on religion is quite unlike the crude anti-religious propaganda conducted in the 
latter part of the Khrushchev period, when the closing down of houses of worship was 
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accompanied by brutal attacks in the local press on the alleged economic and moral 
malpractices of the functionaries and worshippers at churches, mosques and synagogues. 
The attack on Islam as such perhaps reached its peak in the 1962 fatwa (Islamic legal 
opinion) 'On Circumcision' put out by the Spiritual Board of Central Asia and Kazakhstan, 
which asserted that circumcision was not obligatory for Muslims since Islam had adopted 
this practice from the Arabs of the pre-Islamic period. 11 Needless to say such steps were 
quite ineffective and were ignored by subsequent generations of atheistic propagandists as 
unrealistic and crude. 

Both the form and the content of the activity of the host of atheistic (and indeed other) 
propagandists throughout the USSR attracted the attention of the Party Establishment 
following the 1979 CPSU Central Committee decree 'On the Further Improvement of Ideo- 
logical and Politico-Educational Work'. The decree conceded that notwithstanding the 
intensity and duration of the propaganda effort (since October 1917), there was much still 
left to be done in educating the New Soviet Man (that final, elusive ideal). As a result of the 
decree, 'party meetings, polemics and aktivy' took place, 'in the party organizations of all 
republics, krais and oblasts, in the organs of the soviets and in government bodies, in which 
communists discussed the situation and the recommendations of this most important 
document with concern and interest', as CPSU Central Committee Secretary and Polit- 
bureau member Mikhail Suslov told an All-Union Conference of Ideological Workers on 16 
October 1979. 12 (Just over a year later, in February 1981, Brezhnev himself outlined the 
decree at the XXVI CPSU Congress in the section of his report devoted to the strengthening 
of the material and spiritual bases of the socialist way of life and the forming of the new 
man. 13) 

The decree laid down guidelines for improving the form of propaganda activity. It was 
concerned not only with general aims such as 'ensuring a high scientific level', 'reinforcing 
[its] efficiency, specificity and link with life and the solution of economic and political 
tasks' and 'developing its offensive character'. It also stipulated the style and language to be 
used, the instruments of propaganda (written and oral) and the mobilization of the various 
party and public institutions of socialization. In addition, the decree called for 'a system- 
atic, purposeful and uncompromising' struggle to remove the many obstacles to the 
creation of the New Soviet Man, in order to eradicate those 'ugly relics of the past that are 
often still prevalent in our life and hostile to socialism, such as money-grubbing, bribery, 
the desire to grab from society as much as possible while giving it nothing, thriftlessness and 
wastefulness, drunkenness and hooliganism, bureaucratism and a callous attitude to 
people, violations of labour discipline and public order'. 14 To this list Suslov, in his above- 
mentioned address, added relapses into nationalism and chauvinism. Yet among the 
Muslim population the main emphasis of the campaign that followed the decree was the 
anti-religious one. 15 

One of the obkom secretaries who discussed the CPSU Central Committee resolution at 
the 15th plenum of the Tadzhikistan party Central Committee (24 July 1979), A. I. Babaev, 
from the Gorno-Badakshan oblast, noted that the resolution underlined that 'the core of all 
ideological work is the formation of a scientific world outlook among the masses, their 
education in the ideas of Marxism-Leninism and the assertion of communist morality'. 
(The decree had phrased this somewhat differently: 'the formation ... of a scientific world 
outlook, selfless devotion to the cause of the party and to the ideals of communism, love of 
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the socialist fatherland, and proletarian internationalism'.) Babaev went on: 'As a result of 
the shortcomings of work in this direction, survivals of the past surface in the behaviour and 
consciousness of a certain section of the population'. The obkom plenum and a meeting of 
the oblast party aktiv had recently undertaken 'a fundamental appraisal of these short- 
comings, and measures are being taken to eliminate them'. Interestingly, the President of 
the Tadzhikistan Academy of Sciences and Chairman of the board of the republic's Znanie 
Society, M. S. Asimov, called at the same plenum for the publication in Tadzhik of Nauka i 
zhizn', the monthly 'scientific-popular journal' of the All-Union Znanie Society, which had 
attained popularity in other republics 'among other things as a platform for scientific 
atheist propaganda'. 16 

In this context, as a measure to improve atheistic propaganda, a Scientific Atheism 
Centre was opened early in 1981 in Ashkhabad (capital of the Turkmen SSR) under the 
auspices of the Turkmen Znanie Society. A year previously the President of the Turkmen 
SSR Academy of Sciences had complained of the inadequacies of the work of the Council 
for Scientific Atheism and Progressive Traditions and Customs, which was supposed to 
'co-ordinate the activity of the republic's academic community and work out recommend- 
ations'.17 The new Centre's employees were familiar with the work of the Moscow 
Scientific Atheism Centre, while the atheism centres of Tashkent and Dushanbe (the 
respective capitals of Uzbekistan and Tadzhikistan) had made available to their Turkmen 
colleagues 'all the necessary documentation and methods devised'. The Ashkhabad Centre 
quickly set to work 'to meet at one and the same time the requirements of ideological- 
educational work', in accordance with Brezhnev's XXVI Congress statement concerning the 
New Soviet Man, and 'the special features of the religious situation in the [Turkmen] 
Republic'. The Centre was guided in this mission by its scientific-methods council for 
scientific atheist propaganda that was to solve 'all questions connected with the preparation 
of measures and long-term planning'. 18 

Although atheist propaganda activity was given additional momentum following the 
Central Committee decree, there is ample evidence that the issue had preoccupied party 
officials and ideologists in the Muslim areas for some time previously. In an article which 
appeared in no less a forum than Kommunist, the CPSU Central Committee's theoretical 
journal, in March 1979, just prior to the decree, the Dagestan obkom first secretary, M. S. 
Umakhanov, discussed in considerable detail the requirements, achievements and lacunae 
of atheist propaganda in the Dagestan ASSR. 19 This article was clearly written with a view 
to the approaching decree and probably written to order so as to give poignancy to the entire 
question. Umakhanov pointed out that the Dagestan party machine-even before the May 
1979 decree-had co-ordinated the efforts of the party, Komsomol and trade union 
committees 'to solve central problems of ideological-political, labour and moral 
education'. In order to raise 'the scientific level of the conduct and co-ordination of atheist 
work in the republic', a Council for Scientific Atheist Propaganda had been set up, attached 
to the Dagestan obkom, which, together with the scientific atheism and international 
education departments of the obkom Institute for Sociological Research, was elaborating 
measures to guarantee a single system of scientific-atheist and international education on 
the republican level. (I shall return to the connection between atheistic and 'international' 
propaganda.) The Dagestan obkom had also held a special scientific-practical conference 
on 'The Characteristics of the Ideological Struggle at the Present Stage'. The same 
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problems had been discussed at seminars of first and second gorkom and raikom secretaries 
as well as deputy chairmen of the ispolkoms of urban raions-the chairmen of committees 
charged with helping to enforce the legislation on religious cults-and at 'scientific- 
practical conferences' of ideological workers. Finally 'political days' had been held 
throughout the republic on the following themes: 'The characteristics of the Ideological 
Struggle in Conditions of the Lessening of International Tension', and 'The XXV CPSU 
Congress on the Further Entrenchment of the Political Vigilance of Soviet People'.20 

The new intensity of atheistic propaganda can be seen in the fact that in the first half of 
1980 in Tadzhikistan alone, with a total population of 3 * 8 million (at the time of the 1979 
census), over 4000 lectures on atheism were held, as well as dozens of 'practical-scientific 
conferences and question-and-answer evenings', lecture-series and film lectures.21 In 
Kirgizia, too, atheistic propaganda was conducted by 'thousands of activists and many 
ideological institutions, organizations and departments . . . People's universities and 
schools of scientific atheism have been set up and are operating; and evenings on atheistic 
themes are being held in cultural and educational institutions'.22 

An editorial in the Uzbekistan daily Pravda Vostoka entitled 'To Improve Atheistic 
Education' demonstrated the efforts made in Soviet Central Asia's most populous republic 
to meet the requirements of the new onslaught on religion. 23 The republic boasted people's 
universities and public lecture centres on scientific atheism, 'schools of elementary know- 
ledge on nature, society and man', and lecture series organized by ideological institutions, 
museums and the Znanie Society. The need to improve atheistic propaganda, according to 
the editorial, was dictated by 'the requirements of a developed socialist society, first and 
foremost the education of the new man and the strengthening of his ideological conviction, 
inner maturity and culture'. As had been pointed out by the October 1979 Moscow 
conference of ideological workers, a more recent conference of social science professors 
and 'a number of major party resolutions and documents', atheistic education was in need 
of 'a certain restructuring'. Atheistic work required 'the same systematic and planned 
character, the same depth as any other work'. Pravda Vostoka warned that although the 
very existence of the 'socialist society' in the USSR created a tendency for religion gradually 
to wither away, this did not mean that the process would happen by itself under the passive 
influence of socioeconomic changes and the growth of culture and education. It was 
necessary to wage a constant struggle against religious beliefs. There could be 'no talk of 
relaxing the ideological struggle against religion'. 

The forms and methods of 'ideological education and atheistic propaganda' were to take 
into account the varied nature and needs of the people for whom this education and 
propaganda were intended. Party committees and officials were to be held increasingly res- 
ponsible for showing 'a tactful attitude to the working people's needs and concerns'. The 
editorial showed the authorities' concern with 'personally unstable people who were 
inclined toward religiosity' and stressed that one of the tasks of atheistic propaganda was 
'individual work with believers'. In particular, it urged the importance of implementing the 
Soviet state's new 'rites, rituals and traditions', i.e. the series of secular holidays and 
ceremonies that the CPSU had been trying to impose on the entire Soviet populace since the 
1960s, including both public holidays and festivals and rituals to mark special events in the 
lives of the individual citizen (birth, marriage, etc.). 24 Umakhanov had also stressed these 
rituals, mentioning specifically the festivals of spring and the first furrow, Shepherds' and 
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Milkmaids' Days, rites of marriage registration, presentation of the passport (at the age of 
16) and the commencement of military service. 25 As one Soviet sociologist pointed out, in 
Central Asia in particular, 'the many centuries of Islam's domination ... meant that many 
rites had become customary, become fixed in people's consciousness and interwoven with 
customs'. As a result, they had become part of people's lifestyle and were 'observed not 
only by believers but also by many non-believers. That is why particular attention must be 
devoted to reviewing the ritual side of life by means of a gradual, well-conceived creation of 
new customs, rites and festivals of which family customs would comprise an integral 
part'. 26 

The Pravda Vostoka editorial concluded that in order to improve the efficacy of atheistic 
work, anti-religious education should be 'more deeply thought out, richer and more inter- 
esting'. The propagandists themselves should be given better training and the means used 
should be varied: seminars and theoretical conferences, atheistic literature, especially for 
children and young people, publications by local publishers, particularly in Uzbek and 
Karakalpak; greater use should also be made of visual aids (cinema, television and theatre). 
The paper impressed on 'the ideological front fighters' the need to appreciate the fact that 
the struggle against religion was 'their vital cause and a responsible party mission'. 
Ultimately, it was hoped, people would be directed toward 'active participation in public 
life and useful labour activity'. 

The Kirgiz SSR daily also listed grave shortcomings in atheistic activity in that republic: 
'Many organizations of the party, soviets, trade unions and Komsomol', it wrote, 'have not 
reviewed questions of atheistic education for years; they occupy themselves only feebly with 
the introduction of socialist rituals and do not ensure a strict and consistent implementation 
of Leninist principles on the attitude to religion'. Advantage should be taken of the exper- 
ience accumulated in this field in 'the fraternal republics'. In Kirgizia, too, as in 
Uzbekistan, there was 'a shortage of qualified atheistic cadres', while atheistic propaganda 
lacked 'drive and specificity' and was not doing sufficient to disclose 'the harm caused to 
both society and the individual by religion and the clergy's attempts to adapt to contem- 
porary conditions and take advantage of disorders in people's lives'. Neither the party nor 
the government educational authorities devoted the requisite thought and attention to 'the 
atheistic education of the rising generation'. 

The Kirgiz daily called for 'individual work with believers', 'greater display of concern 
for people who are inclined toward religiosity' and 'an increased role and responsibility for 
atheistic education' on the part of 'party, soviet and trade union organs'. It demanded that 
the media 'conduct a search for intelligible forms of ideological and emotional influence on 
people and operationally [and] effectively expose the reactionary essence of religious 
ideology and morals'. Finally, it insisted that atheistic work 'must be carried out by 
methods of persuasion. ... In the struggle against religious prejudices, crudeness, admini- 
strative measures and hurting the feelings of believers must not be allowed'. 27 Further work 
in the struggle against 'the survivals of the past in people's consciousness and the introduc- 
tion into daily life of the new Soviet rites and traditions' was conducted in Kirgizia by the 
soviets of aksakaly (councils of elders). (This was an obvious and typical attempt to make 
use of a sovietized form of a traditional Muslim institution-the council of elders-in order 
to implement official policy; unquestionably, the councils of elders were carefully hand- 
picked to ensure their loyalty to the regime and its policies.) 
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Atheistic propaganda among women, whose crucial influence on the home environment 
was constantly pointed out, was given particular attention. 'Special universities' had been 
set up in Kirgizia's Osh oblast, catering mainly for housewives, with lectures on child 
education, running the household and health. The Komsomol girls' brigades, of which, it 
was claimed, there were already 'more than five hundred' in the oblast, were also regarded 
as an effective instrument to combat religious survivals and prejudices among girls. 28 

S. Dadabaeva, the director of the Scientific Atheism Department of the Philosophy 
Faculty of the Tadzhik SSR Academy of Sciences, also noted the need for a greater 
propaganda effort among women in a long article in that republic's central daily. Women in 
particular, she wrote, tended to turn for help to the ishans (leaders of Muslim mystical 
communities) and mullahs, and were more inclined to religiosity because not all of them 
took part in 'social production', among other things because of the lack of kindergartens 
and creches. In residential units (as against places of work) educational work was often lax. 
In Tadzhikistan many women were housewives and 'among these there are indeed more 
believers'. The experience of the Turkmen SSR had shown the value of girls' clubs for 
improving ideological work with women. In that republic these clubs, centred on rural 
schools, had existed for two decades and enjoyed popularity: the girls participated in 
dressmaking circles, saw films, and met with 'distinguished personalities' (presumably the 
atheist propagandists of the local raikom or obkom). The writer suggested that the new 
(civil) wedding registration ceremonies should be particularly stressed in this work with 
women, 'since such relics of the past as the payment of bride money, the removal of girls 
from school, their marriage while still minors, appear precisely with the approach of 
marriage age'. 29 

An article in Pravda Vostoka pointed out that the effectiveness of propaganda activity 
did not depend solely on its technical and formal aspects, but also on 'a profound and at the 
same time concrete knowledge of the reasons for the tenacity of specific religious survivals 
in conditions of socialism, the essence of modernized religion and its social function'. 
Atheistic propagandists should expose 'the historical, social and socio-psychological causes 
of the preservation and manifestation of everyday religious survivals'. In this task scientific 
atheists had to use 'complex sociological, socio-psychological and ethnographic research'. 
Success in atheistic education would be possible only by a more scientific approach to the 
problems of religion and atheism and by attracting to this work 'the large mass of progres- 
sive intelligentsia'. 30 

The struggle against religion was all the more urgent, according to the Pravda Vostoka 
editorial referred to above, in view of two sources of religious inspiration: in the first place, 
'It is no secret that religious functionaries strive to exploit every opportunity, human weak- 
nesses and everyday disorders to enlist people into the ranks of believers'; secondly, 
'bourgeois clerical centres' were directing hostile propaganda at the USSR and the Central 
Asian Republics in particular, for the West was seeking 'to propagate religious sentiments 
and mystical dogmas'. 31 Sovetskaya Kirgiziya was more specific. Although, it asserted, 
'the overwhelming majority of the republic's population has completely broken away from 
religion', religion continued 'to exert its pernicious influence on some of the population. 
Religious societies, groups and individual ministers of religion have not ceased their activity 
and in a number of cases are even trying to intensify it, accommodating to contemporary 
conditions'. Not only was 'bourgeois propaganda' trying 'to inspire Soviet people with 
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views and ideas which contradict the Marxist-Leninist world view', endeavouring in 
particular 'to transfer "the flame of the Islamic regeneration" into the Soviet Union in 
order to destabilize the position in the republics of Central Asia, Kazakhstan, 
Azerbaidzhan and the Caucasus, to inflame nationalistic prejudices in these regions [and] to 
arouse among believers dissatisfaction with the policy of the Communist Party and the 
Soviet state'. What appeared even more dangerous was that 'unregistered Muslim associa- 
tions and ministers of religion' were operating in a number of areas and there were even 
attempts 'illegally to open new mosques and extend existing ones'. The paper warned in 
particular against the 'pernicious influence' of the clergy on young people and against 
'instances of a conciliatory attitude to religion on the part of some communists and 
Komsomol members, and their participation in religious ceremonies and services'. It 
mentioned four towns in which 'recently certain communists, who are no longer commu- 
nists, carried out leading functions in religious associations'. Moreover, 'pilgrimages to so- 
called "holy places" ' continued, while in a number of areas the 'erection of tombstones 
with Muslim symbols' was increasing. The paper concluded that it was unacceptable that 
'religious associations and ministers of religion are operating in the republic without being 
registered, that is, illegally, and that individual religious fanatics are carrying out anti-social 
activity, blatantly trampling on our norms of conduct and Soviet legislation', seeking to 
weaken 'the moral and political unity of the Soviet people'. 32 The cult of holy sites that 
most anti-religious writings on the Muslim areas refer to is, of course, directly connected 
with the lack of a sufficient number of functioning mosques and the activity of an 
unregistered, 'parallel', Muslim clergy. 33 These holy sites are sometimes the tombs of 
religious leaders and sometimes simply places that nature endowed with some special 
appeal. Since the Establishment clergy contends that there are sufficient mosques and bans 
the holy places, it is only unofficial, self-appointed religious leaders who officiate at the 
gatherings in these mazary. 34 The pilgrimage to a local holy site is also an obvious substitute 
for yet another of the Pillars of the Faith that the average Soviet Muslim has no chance of 
ever observing, the hajj. 35 

An editorial in the leading Russian-language daily of the Turkmen SSR also warned that 
'religious vestiges' were a hindrance to 'the formation of the new man'. Although it claimed 
that only 'a negligible section' of the population was still under the influence of religion, the 
alarm expressed implied that the number of these believers was growing. It admitted that 'a 
very few, yet extraordinarily harmful, groups of sectarians' were operating, 

sometimes doing harm to people's health and diverting them away from a worthwhile, full life into 
the world of superstitions and alienation from public and cultural life. 

Turkmenskaya iskra pointed out that 

the bearers of religious ideology frequently cultivate what they allege are folk customs but which in 
reality are feudal, landowner vestiges, and propagandize ignorance, sorcery and the worship of 
non-existent "holy places" which they have sometimes invented themselves. It is precisely religion 
which supports and cultivates mediaeval customs that are harmful and humiliating to human 
dignity ... claiming they are popular traditions. 

Indeed, 

frequently . . . unscrupulous, ignorant people pretend to be priests, exploiting people's religiosity 
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and allegiance to old customs and declaring themselves to be ishans with a view to their own 
personal gain. They shamelessly fleece believers and preach the most reactionary customs, making 
out, what is more, that these are folk customs. It goes without saying that it is necessary to carry on 
a ruthless struggle against this kind of smart-dealer and to unmask these parasites. 

The paper acknowledged in particular that bride money was 

still very much alive in the republic, albeit in a concealed form, religious rites are frequently per- 
formed at funerals, weddings and the birth of a child, so-called "holy places" are visited and so on. 

Moreover, 'some communists' tolerated the observation in their own families of 'religious 
rites' and 'harmful customs', while 'many representatives of the rural intelligentsia' were 
uncomfortable propagandizing atheist knowledge. Turkmenskaya iskra suggested that the 
campaign against religion be directed against 'what is old and obsolete' while preserving 
some 'good traditions, like hospitality, respect for older people and the collective 
celebration of family events by the entire village'.36 

The struggle against religion, as the Central Asian republican press made clear, was no 
simple matter. Dadabaeva, one of Tadzhikistan's authorities on the subject, whom we have 
quoted above, in particular stressed the need for a far more sophisticated approach to 
atheistic work. Religion, she pointed out, was a 'complex social phenomenon, with 
traditions, rites and festivals formed over the centuries, that in the past permeated people's 
mode of life and psychology'. Even today, the 'absurd custom' of bride money was upheld 
by young people, while representatives of the intelligentsia, especially in the countryside, 
observed many religious rites, although, she remarked, one would have expected that the 
knowledge which 'guides them in their daily lives would make them non-believers'. These 
people seemed to have 'a split personality with knowledge ensconced on the one side and 
convictions on the other'. Dadabaeva concluded from this situation that it was necessary to 
develop 'forms of atheistic work which [would] influence a person's emotional world'. 
Therefore, the struggle to 'overcome religious survivals has to be variegated, anc` cannot be 
reduced purely to educational activities and the unmasking of religious ideology or be 
restricted to influencing the believer's reason'. Atheistic propaganda based simply on 
criticism of religious ideology through lectures or question-and-answer evenings reflected 
an underestimation of the difficulties of the debate with religion. Indeed, ministers of 
religion, in their endeavours to attract a person to religion, sought to influence his feelings 
and addressed 'those aspects of his life which are associated with profound psychological 
experiences'. The writer acknowledged that in Tadzhikistan the new festivals and rites did 
not fully express 'the emotional needs of the population, especially in the countryside'. 37 

The party and its propagandists found the connection between religious and national 
sentiments in the Muslim areas to be particularly disturbing. As early as the 1960s atheistic 
literature described how the Muslim clergy, 

giving special consideration to the preservation of ritual, strive to give religious traditions, rites and 
customs the semblance of "national traditions" and in this way to ensure a firmer and longer 
existence for the Islamic religion. 38 

Another publication of this period noted that 

the survivals of Islam often appear under the mask of national traditions, which are conservative by 
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their very nature. This . . . creates the illusion among unsophisticated believers that Islam is a 
distinctive trait of several nations, their attribute. 

As a result of their respect for national traditions which are lumped together with religious 
rites and ceremonies, 

the vestiges of Islam acquire the authority of "national laws", the non-observation of which in 
private life is considered as disrespect for their nations, an insult to their elders and the memory of 
their ancestors, etc. 

Thus, according to this source, 'the proponents of Islam propagandize the religious rite of 
circumcision as an obligatory "national law" ', which 'all men (Balkars, Ingush, Uzbeks, 
Tatars, etc.) are obliged to perform insofar as they belong to "the Muslim nation" '. 
Accordingly, many families 'even those of doctors, teachers and agronomists' observed 
circumcision purely as a national custom. The conclusion was unequivocal: 

The ideology of Islam contradicts the interests of the friendship of the peoples [the official slogan of 
the Soviet comity of nations]. Continuing the division of people into "true believers" and 
"infidels", Islam brings into our midst elements that are foreign to the spirit of proletarian 
internationalism-the hostility of Muslims to non-Muslims. 39 

The more salient the nationalist feelings of the Soviet Muslim community, whether as 
Uzbeks, Tatars, Azerbaidzhanis, etc. or as Muslims, the more perturbing became Islam's 
nationalist connotations, the overlapping of Muslim and nationalist sentiment and the 
identification of Muslim with national rites, customs and traditions. 

As one Central Asian journal pointed out in 1977, 'Religion is the soil that nourishes 
nationalism and other negative phenomena, with its biased attitude toward the represent- 
atives of other nations and, especially, other faiths'. These 'national and religious 
prejudices' were usually to be found 'at the level of ordinary consciousness, in the sphere of 
everyday family life, and in the form of obsolete customs and traditions', were 'interwoven 
in a most complex way and marked by a great vitality'. Muslim religious functionaries 
contended that many strictly religious rites were in fact national ones, such as Ramadan, or 
religious marriages and funerals. Indeed 'the identification of religious with national 
affiliation' manifested itself in 'a hostile attitude toward marriages between representatives 
of different national-religious communities and in the separate burial of the deceased in 
accordance with their national, and, sometimes, tribal origins'. A questionnaire put to 
inhabitants of a number of raions in four different oblasts in Uzbekistan showed that 
32 2% perceived 'purely religious rites as national ones'. This situation, namely 'the 
interpenetration of religious and nationalistic prejudices' based on 'the proximity of 
nationalism and religion in their evaluation and distorted interpretation of the fundamental 
problems of a nation, its language, national culture, religious differences and so forth' 
necessitated 'a combination of atheistic and internationalist education measures'.40 

By the end of the 1970s Soviet atheistic propaganda had developed an entire barrage of 
heavy artillery to carry out first the decisions of the XXV congress and later the 1979 
Central Committee decree, combining atheistic and internationalist propaganda. 'Special 
attention', it was pointed out in this connection,' 

has to be devoted to children who are under religious influence, for a distorted idea about the 
identity of national and religious affiliation begins to be formed in the family in which there are 
believers. 
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To this end there were special classes in 

the universities of the culture of everyday life and universities of parents, discussions on the role of 
the family in the communist education of youth, and discussions on the harm of religious rites and 
customs 

as well as individual work with both parents and children. 41 The 'close interweaving of the 
national and religious element', Pravda Vostoka insisted in 1981, 

was characteristic only of the society of class antagonisms .... Under socialism the nation, in its 
progressive development, does not need an illusory notion of life. Socialism has utterly refuted the 
bourgeois nationalist thesis that some form of religion is a necessary element of the peoples' 
national life. On the contrary, under socialism, there is a gradual withering away of the religious 
[element] and a steady development of the international [element]. 

(To me this argument seems to prove the exact opposite of what it sets out to demonstrate 
since, by connecting the withering away of religion and the development of internation- 
alism, it implies that the strengthening of national identity should logically take place within 
the framework of religion.) The paper took pains to point out that even though for centuries 
Islamic ideologists had asserted the 'national exclusiveness and distinctiveness of Muslims 
and [insisted] that they are "God's elect" ', there were numerous known instances of 
enmity among Muslims, for example between Sunnis and Shiites.42 (Here too there seems to 
be a fundamental non sequitur in the argumentation.) 

The link between atheistic and internationalist education, and 'the importance of the 
friendship of the peoples' in implementing Communist construction was stressed by the 
obkom secretary of the Osh oblast in Kirgizia. 'Some people suggest', he wrote, 'that a 

person who observes Islamic rites, demonstrates thereby "respect" for his nation, and in 

deviating from them insults it'. This, however, was 'a profound fallacy, a viewpoint that is 

foreign to us. We debunk such opinions, doing everything to make people see the 
difference between national traditions and religious prejudices'.43 Dadabaeva wrote in 

strikingly similar language (the source, or inspiration, was clearly the same) that there was 
a tendency to consider 'deviation from religious rites a deviation from national traditions'. 
This applied especially to 'the rites of Muslim nuptials and circumcision'.44 

In June 1980 the First Secretary of the Turkmen party, M. G. Gapurov, addressing a 
'republic scientific-practical conference', on the Central Committee decree, also stressed 
'the interconnection of the tasks of internationalist and atheistic education'. He pointed out 
that 'religious beliefs have played and still play an anti-humanist, reactionary role in 

alienating and polarizing nations. It should be borne in mind that national and religious 
survivals supplement, support and nourish each other'. Ideological foes, he warned, 
exploited 'patriarchal-feudal customs to fan national differences, and undermine the 
ideological and political unity of the Soviet people'. The Turkmen party had to learn 'how 
to combine purposefully international and atheistic education while depriving nationalism 
of a religious cloak and religion of national representation.'45 

The connection between 'international' and atheistic education was not a specifically 
Central Asian problem. It concerned other Muslim (and indeed non-Muslim) areas as well. 
The Dagestan obkom first secretary, M. S. Umakhanov, had also focused on this issue in 
the lengthy article in Kommunist cited previously. International education, he wrote, 
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side by side with the solution of socio-cultural problems, objectively fulfils the positive, construc- 
tive functions of scientific atheism. The latter in its turn, in promoting the formation of an interna- 
tionalist Marxist-Leninist outlook among Soviet peoples, helps strengthen the friendship of 
peoples. 

In the relatively small territory of Dagestan (50,300 sq. km.) lived more than thirty 
indigenous nationalities (narodnost') and ethnic groups as well as members of other peoples 
of the Soviet Union. Dagestan was also 'characterized by confessional diversity, although 
on the whole the believing part of the population professes Islam'. In the south of the 
republic, Umakhanov wrote, Shiism was practised, in the central part-Sunnism, and in the 
north there were various Muridist groups. (The Muridists were the Sufi brotherhoods, 
murid meaning adept.) The 22 Orthodox churches and 26 synagogues that had functioned 
before 1917 had also left their 'legacy'. 

All these, including Islamic organizations which had consciously propagated the idea of the identity 
of national and religious affiliation, had promoted the kindling of religious and national passions 
and national internecine dissension. 

Despite the fact that 'tremendous work' had been done to 

solve the national question and overcome nationalist and religious survivals ... it would be incorrect 
to assert that all our people were rid of nationalist and religious prejudices. Some people strive as 
before to perpetuate obsolete traditions and excessively exaggerate national peculiarities and 
differences. Unfortunately, one still encounters such occurrences as the marriage of young girls, 
bride-money and feudal-merchant customs in arranging marriages. Moreover, some weddings, 
especially in the countryside, are conducted on the basis of the Sharia with the participation of 
ministers of religion. 

There was a tendency 

to pass off Muslim institutions as national ones, as they did not have a religious basis. Religious 
festivals and rites are declai ed to be a national tradition.... Owing to the centuries-long domina- 
tion by religion of the consciousness of believers the religious and national origins [of customs ] have 
become interlaced. 

Umakhanov concluded that ensuring the connection between international and scientific- 
atheist education was a prerequisite for overcoming 'prejudices, national egoism and 
national narrow-mindedness which are closely linked with religion and religious survivals'. 
However, he stressed that one way of ensuring the success of this general task was to 
improve the cultural and social conditions of various groups of the population, especially in 
the countryside. The aul (village) was changing its appearance even in the most remote, 
mountainous areas: modern houses with all conveniences were being built as well as large 
numbers of cultural centres, clubs, libraries and public catering establishments. Village 
assemblies (jamaat), the historically developed form for the expression of the collective 
opinion of the mountain-dwellers, were used to promote 'an actively atheist public 
opinion'. Believers also addressed these gatherings to condemn 'the anti-social activities 
and deeds of religious fanatics, self-styled mullahs, organizers of pilgrimages to "holy 
places", people who violate Soviet laws concerning religious cults'. Sometimes these 
violators of the law were publicly reprimanded at these gatherings. This had countered, for 
example, 'the revived activity of the reactionary Muridist groups', put an end to 
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'pilgrimages to a number of "ziarats" ' (tombs of 'holy men') and intensified the struggle 
against 'bride-money, the holding of excessively splendid weddings with the collection of 
money [as gifts] and burdensome Muslim funerals with the distribution of sadaka 
(sacrifices), etc.' 46 

Umakhanov, like other writers, makes a special point of the contribution of 'imperialist 
propaganda' to the exacerbation of the situation in the Muslim areas. This propaganda, the 
Dagestan obkom first party secretary wrote in Kommunist, had recently been speculating 
more and more energetically on national feelings as well as on nationalist prejudices with 
the aim of artificially opposing certain socialist nations to others. Hoping to revive the 
nationalist and religious sentiments of believers, 'it seeks in every possible way to incite 
them to opposition to our society and state, its laws and customs'. In order to strengthen 

subversive activity against the peoples of the Northern Caucasus, the ideological centres of the 
imperialist states and the 6migre nationalist organizations in the service of the bourgeoisie make use 
of the ideas of Pan-Islamism and Pan-Turkism.... The bourgeois radio in its broadcasts lays special 
stress on the religious feelings of believing Muslims. 

Umakhanov also noted that Dagestan's 'party organizations and ideological institutions 
concentrate their efforts on unmasking imperialism's attempt to distort the history of the 
struggle for Soviet domination in Dagestan'. 

Socio-economic changes came later to Dagestan than to most parts of Soviet Central 
Asia, whose improved social, economic and cultural standards have been a major theme of 
Soviet propaganda. Against this background the frequent emphasis on the need to raise 
living standards to ensure the overcoming of religious survivals reads like one more empty 
slogan formulated many years ago by the ideologists and rehashed without thinking by 
subsequent generations of atheistic propagandists. 

Objective factors, in particular the system of social relationships, the cultural level, education, 
living conditions and the moral atmosphere (in collective and family) 

Pravda Vostoka wrote, 

play in the final account a decisive role, creating favourable preconditions for overcoming religion. 
According to the results of sociological research, the religiosity of the population has decreased in 
comparison with the previous generation by 2- 5 times in the principal areas of the country. 47 

Clearly, however, this had not happened in the Muslim regions, despite the improved 
standard of living. 48 

A further prerequisite for emancipating the population from religion was to draw 
'believers and waverers' into the 'struggle for the further development of social 
relationships and for a new life and culture'. (One wonders at this point whether the 
atheistic propagandists themselves circumcise their sons, marry their daughters according 
to Islamic custom and are buried with religious ceremony.) Pravda Vostoka went on to 
state, in language which sounded very much like that of the 1920s, that 

to underestimate the dialectical correlation of the religious question with the practical tasks of the 
struggle for a new society and for the implementation of communist ideals can do considerable 
harm to the solution of socio-political and ideological problems, and first and foremost to the 
education of a harmoniously developed personality. 
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According to this newspaper, one of the main reasons why people today turned to religion 
was 

the inadequacy, the inferiority and the weakening of the individual's social ties not only on the 
social plane, but also on that of the family. This alienation leads a person to a sensation of spiritual 
inferiority, engendering and strengthening his solitude, which often serves as a reason for turning to 
God. This explains, too, the fact that a significant majority of believers are housewives and 
pensioners. 49 

The major atheist propaganda campaign being conducted in the Muslim areas of the 
USSR confirms the doubts expressed by many observers of the Soviet scene about the 
meaningfulness of the freedom to profess religion and conduct religious worship declared 
in the Soviet constitution and reiterated by Soviet spokesmen on countless occasions. The 
study of this campaign-its methods, intensity and content-makes it clear that the New 
York Times correspondent who visited eight cities in Soviet Central Asia late in 1978 
provided an accurate picture when he spoke of the complexity of a situation in which Islam 
was 'suspended between the resilient traditions of centuries and the modern anonymity of 
urban life', and of a people 'drawn to worship by faith and habit and driven away by the 
state's propaganda and pressure'. It was, therefore, no wonder-he noted-that while the 
elderly practised their religion 'fairly freely, the young and middle-aged, vulnerable at a 
score of pressure points in schools and on jobs, must take risks and make compromises to be 
observant Muslims', many, for example, worshipping clandestinely in their homes.50 
Although there could be no question of religious teaching in public-atheistic education 
and materials abound in schools, youth organizations and so forth-the authorities were 
intent on eradicating it in the home as well. The pressure was so considerable on children 
that religious parents were obliged to encourage hypocrisy among their youngsters, telling 
them to keep quiet in school about their faith. (The consequences and implications of 
educating children to be hypocritical, which is not a monopoly of the Muslim population, is 
an important topic in its own right for the student of the USSR.) When a school or even 
kindergarten found out that a child came from a religious home, the parents would be 
contacted and special influence would be exerted on the child to draw him away from his 
faith. 51 Teachers in schools would go so far as to force children to eat during Ramadan. 52 It 
is interesting that the abundant material on the topic makes little or no direct reference to 
atheistic education in the schools. However, the recurrent mention of religiosity among the 
young and the constant attention to the family's influence in inculcating religiosity imply 
that the ubiquitous effort to provide children and young people with atheistic education has 
not invariably met with great success. 53 

The decision to intensify the struggle against religion in the Muslim-inhabited areas and 
to review the methods to be used in this campaign was evidently made at a high party level: 
the numerous lengthy articles that began to appear in the press of the Central Asian 
republics and other Muslim areas following the CPSU Central Committee resolution on 
ideological education were often signed by leading ideologists. Additional evidence that the 
campaign was co-ordinated is provided, among others, by the transfer of personnel 
between the scientific atheism centres in the various republics. 

The careful planning of this atheistic propaganda campaign and the effort invested in its 
implementation are, however, no guarantee of success. Indeed, the various articles we have 
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quoted only bear witness to the attachment of the indigenous population to its traditional 
way of life, habits and. cultural values. Their recurring themes are: demands for more 
atheistic materials to be produced in the local languages (over 60 years after the Revolution 
one seems to be back to square one); the admission that even though the more backward, 
less educated elements-in particular women-need special attention, religious practices 
are common among all sectors of the population, including the young, the intelligentsia and 
members of the party; the interconnection of religious and national-cultural traditions in 
the consciousness of the Muslim peoples, again including the intelligentsia, and the 
unwillingness of the local intelligentsia, in the rural areas in particular, to engage in atheistic 
propaganda. 

Despite the evident urgency of the campaign, as shown by the large number and high rank 
of those concerned with it, and despite its greater sophistication, neither the content nor the 
effect of atheistic propaganda seems to be much different from that of past decades. The 
very occasional call for atheistic propagandists to convince believers of the high moral 
qualities of the non-believing members of Soviet society 54-reminiscent of Sultan Galiev's 
appeal-seems to be irrelevant, given, on the one hand, the hedonistic tendencies of the 
Soviet Muslim citizenry, and on the other, the constant attacks in the media on the low level 
of their mores as apprehended by Marxist-Leninist ideologues. Or, to put it differently, 
their moral standards tend to be based on traditional Islamic criteria (sexual morality, the 
purity of family life, and so on) rather than those imported by Soviet Marxism-Leninism 
with its distinctively European and Russian requisites. Altogether, the ideological base on 
which atheistic propaganda rests is totally alien in its philosophical orientation to the 
conceptual wherewithal which the average inhabitant of the Muslim areas imbibes with his 
mother's milk and the customs he brings from his native environment, that mostly enjoy a 
far greater hold on him than anything he may hear in school, in the Komsomol or through 
the media. Indeed, he tends instinctively to associate the attack on his belief system and 
entire life-style with the Russian, the alien who, he feels, is using atheistic propaganda as an 
instrument to execute a broader scheme, namely to weaken him by cutting him off from his 
roots and re-acculturating him into a system that is designed neither to meet his national 
inclinations nor to suit his basic needs and requirements. 

This attitude only strengthens the dichotomy between the Soviet citizenry of Muslim 
extraction and the Russian, and other Slav and European, representatives of the central 
authorities living in the Muslim areas. It also exacerbates the inherent clash between two 
militant movements, both of which have 

a "utopian" ideology [and] a "lay" program geared to practical application of ideological 
principles, a structured organizational setup ... as well as practices, rites and symbols showing 
adherence to the movement. 

Both, moreover, tend to be exclusive and 'consider control over people's minds crucial to 
their existence'. 55 The scales in this conflict seem today to be tipping in favour of Islam. 
Thus, in the 1950s and 1960s the local urban intelligentsia in the Muslim areas associated 
themselves increasingly with the regime, which represented modernism, technological 
advance, career promotion. In recent years, however, it has shown a tendency to revert to its 
Muslim identification as a result both of its growing awareness of its own strength (the 
growing demographic leverage and Moscow's concessions to its Muslims) and of its 
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appreciation of the fact that its assimilation will not in the long run strengthen it but will 
merely serve to undermine it on a group as well as an individual level. 56 

The dilemma of the party and other Establishment institutions in dealing with the Muslim 
population is illuminatingly reflected in their constant assault, on the one hand, on the 
official religious functionaries, who have been carefully fostered by the regime-for a 
variety of reasons that it is beyond the scope of this essay to analyze-and whose adaptation 
to Communist conditions includes the assertion of the compatibility of Islam and 
Communism; and, on the other hand, on the underground, unofficial clergy, whose 
popularity seems to be continually on the increase due to the dearth of mosques, effective 
religious tuition and, generally, the requisites of a Muslim way of life. Were atheistic 
propaganda to concentrate its attacks on the latter, who from the authorities' point of view 
constitute a major nuisance and perhaps even a real danger to the regime, offering an 
ideological alternative which is far more suited to the population for which they cater than is 
the Russian-imported Marxism-Leninism-it would imply acceptance of the former. This, 
however, is untenable for a regime which has systematically closed down mosques and 
condemned all Islamic ritual and for an ideology that rejects the idea of reconciling 
Marxism-Leninism and any religious theory or practice under any circumstances. The brunt 
of the onslaught, therefore, is paradoxically borne more often by the regime's religious 
factotums than by its avowed opponents-surely a no-win situation. 

Perhaps, indeed, the only solution for Moscow lies in a more detailed and profound study 
of the Muslim way of life in the various parts of the Soviet Union, as leading figures in 
atheistic propaganda have demanded from the earliest stages. (Incidentally, I have found 
no evidence that Sultan Galiev's call for different propaganda methods and content among 
the different Muslim peoples, given their varying socio-economic and cultural levels, has at 
any stage been even partially heeded.) The basic question is whether Marxism-Leninism can 
offer the Muslims an alternative suited to their individual and collective needs. Meanwhile, 
it seems that atheistic propaganda, the basic criteria for which were laid down at the 
beginning of the century and still reflect the way of thinking of the first generation of 
Bolshevik theoreticians (who were on the whole dogmatic, doctrinaire and European), is 
one of the fields in which the Soviet Union has scored a resounding failure among its 
Muslim citizens. 

The long-term socio-political implications of a situation in which large sections of the 
Muslim population have proved impervious to atheistic propaganda in all its forms and cling 
tenaciously to their national-religious traditions are a cause of undisguised unease and 
embarrassment in Moscow. The average indigenous inhabitant of the Muslim areas of the 
USSR is an expert in resisting the socio-economic and cultural pressures to which the Soviet 
regime exposes him, and of which atheistic propaganda is an integral part, and still seems a 
long way from being transformed into a New Soviet Man. As one eminent scholar in the 
field has written, homo islamicus does not normally criticize the regime and is certainly not 
its adversary. Yet, he represents by his very existence the refutation of uniformity within the 
system, the failure of the Soviet endeavour to create a new prototype, to change not only the 
structure of society but also the thought processes and sentiments of its citizenry. 57 

Tel-Aviv University 
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1 Article 124 of the 1936 'Stalin' Constitution-the sole article that dealt with religion-read: 'In order to 
ensure to citizens freedom of conscience, the church in the USSR is separated from the state, and the school from 
the church. Freedom of religious worship and freedom of anti-religious propaganda is recognized for all citizens'. 
See David Lane, Politics and Society in the USSR, 2nd ed., (Martin Robertson, London, 1978), Appendix C/1, p. 
549. 

2 Article 52 of the 1977 Constitution reads: 'Citizens of the USSR are guaranteed freedom of conscience, that 
is the right to profess or not to profess any religion, and to conduct religious worship or atheistic propaganda. 
Incitement of hostility or hatred on religious grounds is prohibited. In the USSR, the church is separated from the 
state, and the school from the church'. Lane, op. cit., Appendix C/2, p. 564. 

3 Deputy Chairman of the Council for Religious Affairs Vasilii Furov told staff members of the Bol'shaya 
sovetskaya entsiklopediya that there were 48 religions and religious trends in the USSR. Khronika tekushchikh 
sobytii (New York), No. 41, 3 August 1976, pp. 6-9. (Khronika gives the name as Furin but that seems to be a 
mistake.) 

4 For the religious situation in the USSR, see, for example, on the one hand, Nauka i religiya, the monthly 
scientific-popular atheistic journal of the All-Union Znanie Society (for Znanie, see n. 16 over) and, on the other, 
Religion in Communist Lands, 1973, a bi-annual journal published by the Centre for the Study of Religion and 
Communism, Keston College. 

5 There is an extensive Soviet literature on the tasks, methods and forms of atheistic propaganda. The 
Khrushchev period, opening with the Central Committee decree of 10 November 1954 'On Errors in the Conduct of 
Scientific-Atheistic Propaganda among the Population', saw a major onslaught on religious beliefs and practice 
(cf. below). This included, side by side with the wholesale closing down of religious institutions and the persecution 
of religious functionaries, the publication, from 1959, of a special monthly journal, Nauka i religiya (see previous 
note) which was entrusted with the task of explaining the various aspects-theoretical and practical alike-of the 
trade. Soviet books on 'scientific atheism' all have sections dealing with Islam and its special problems. In 
addition, the various Muslim republics issue their own publications on atheistic propaganda and education that 
focus naturally on the experience of these regions. On the conduct of propaganda in the USSR, see Stephen White, 
Political Culture and Soviet Politics (Macmillan, London, 1979), especially chapters 4 and 5. For a study of 
atheistic propaganda in particular, see David E. Powell, Antireligious Propaganda in the Soviet Union. A Study of 
Mass Persuasion (Cambridge, MIT Press, London, 1975). 

6 The Muslim peoples of the USSR and their place in, and relationship with, the Soviet regime have been the 
topic of a number of major studies in recent years, for instance, Helene Carrere d'Encausse, Decline of an Empire 
(Newsweek Books, New York, 1979), especially chapters 7 and 8; Alexandre Bennigsen, The Islamic Threat to the 
Soviet State (Croom Helm, London, 1982); also Yaacov Ro'i (ed.), The Soviet Union and the Muslim World 
(Allen and Unwin, London, forthcoming). 

7 'The Methods of Antireligious Propaganda among the Muslims', Zhizn' natsional'nostei, 1921, no. 29 (127) 
and no. 30 (128), in Alexandre A. Bennigsen and S. Enders Wimbush, Muslim National Communism in the Soviet 
Union (University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 1979), pp. 145-57. 

8 For Sultan Galiev and his activities, see A. Bennigsen, 'Sultan Galiev: The U.S.S.R. and the Colonial 
Revolution' in Walter Z. Laqueur (ed.), The Middle East in Transition (London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1958), pp. 398-414. 

9 I. Dzhabbarov, 'Sotsial'nyi progress i ateizm', Pravda Vostoka, 20 December 1979. 
10 The level of religiosity among university and secondary school graduates is reported to be ten times higher in 

the Muslim than in the non-Muslim population of the area, namely 10 to 15%. James Critchlow, 'Minarets and 
Marx', The Washington Quarterly, vol. 3, No. 2, Spring 1980, pp. 47-57, quoting T. S. Saidbaev, Islam i 
obshchestvo: opyt istoriko-sotsiologicheskogo issledovaniya, (Moscow, 1978), p. 181. 

l Istoriya i teoriya ateizma (Moscow, 1974), p. 160. 
12 'Delo vsei partii', Kommunist, October 1979, no. 15, pp. 22-43. The seminars and discussions continued in 

the ensuing period. On 12 April 1980 Pravda announced the conclusion of an all-union seminar on problems of 
atheism and the special features of atheistic propaganda in contemporary conditions. The conference was 
addressed by a most impressive panel of lecturers including E. M.Tyazhel'nikov, chief of the CPSU Central 
Committee Propaganda Department; his deputy, P. K. Luchinsky; senior officials of Central Committee 
departments; V. A. Kuroedov, Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers Council for Religious Affairs; and P. 
K. Kurochkin, director of the CPSU Central Committee Social Sciences Academy Institute of Scientific Atheism. 

13 Pravda, 24 February 1981. 
14 'V tsentral'nom komitete KPSS', Pravda, 6 May 1979. 
15 The renewed attention paid to atheistic education was not, of course, restricted to the Muslim areas. The 

Zhitomir obkom secretary, Valentin Ostrozhinsky, for example, emphasized the importance of atheistic education 
'in the general system of ideological and political education work' and pointed out that 'matters related to atheistic 
upbringing are regularly discussed at meetings of the Politbureau, party committees and primary organizations' in 
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the Ukraine. Radio Moscow, 13 March 1982, in FBIS III (Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Vol. 3, Soviet 
Union), 15 March 1982. Nonetheless, it seems that the special efforts made in the field of anti-religious 
propaganda in the Muslim areas warrant separate discussion. 

16 'Postanovlenie XV plenuma tsentral'nogo komiteta kompartii Tadzhikistana ot 24 iyulya 1979 goda o 
zadachakh respublikanskoi partiinoi organizatsii, vytekayushchikh iz postanovleniya TsK KPSS "o dal'neishem 
uluchshenii ideologicheskoi, politiko-vospitatel'noi raboty" '. The main task of the All-Union Znanie Society was 
'under the leadership of the Party to participate in forming the Communist awareness of Soviet people', including 
the 'overcoming of the survivals of bourgeois views and customs'. N. Basov, 'Aktivnyi provodnik Znanii', 
Pravda, 4 July 1982. According to the 1980 Ezhegodnik of the Bol'shaya sovetskaya entsiklopediya (Moscow, 
1980), p. 25, it united under its auspices 4576 organizations (in the 15 union republics, in 20 autonomous republics, 
and so on). The Society boasted over three million workers and in the course of 1979 held 26,256,300 lectures, over 
three million of them on radio and television. It also held numerous scientific conferences and consultations as well 
as several million 'thematic' and 'question and answer' evenings and ran close on fifty thousand 'popular 
universities' with over thirteen million students. 

17 A. Babaev, 'Prizvanie uchenogo', Turkmenskaya iskra, 25 December 1979. 
18 L. Smirnova, deputy director for scientific-methods work at the Turkmen SSR Scientific Atheism Centre, 

'Vsem arsenalom sredtsv', Turkmenskaya iskra, 20 June 1981. 
'9 M. S. Umakhanov, 'Edinstvo internatsional'nogo i ateisticheskogo vospitaniya: opyt i problemy', 

Kommunist, 1979, no. 5, pp. 56-66. 
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