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When “religions” are studied as an object of science, they are condemned to lose
their transcendental and esoterical meanings. In this context, religious studies have
facilitated the process of secularization and religious pluralism, and vice versa. In this
presentation I’d like to show the meanings of “scientific atheism” in the process of
secularization in Soviet Russia.

The definition of secularization is one of the most provocative questions among
specialists. Generally speaking, secularization is the separation (or “emancipation”) of
politics, education, economy and other social systems from religions'. Secularization is
not always equal to denial of religious belief, because it often respects liberty of thought
and conscience. Soviet “scientific atheism” developed in its own particular way. Today
we will examine its uniqueness, using the theory and activities of The State Museum of

Religion as an example.
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1. (What does it mean) To “exhibit” religions

There are few museums in the world to examine all the world's major religious
faiths. The State Historical Museum of Religion (hereinafter called GMIR) is one of the
oldest museums of such kinds. It is located in the center of St. Petersburg, which was
named Leningrad in Soviet period. The Academy of Sciences, which was located in St.
Petersburg, characterized this city as the center of science since the tsarist era.

An ethnographer and a corresponding member of Academy, L. Sternberg
(1861-1927) and an anthropologist V. Bogoraz-Tan (1865-1936) took the initiative to
organize an exhibition with religious material of Siberian peoples as early as 1923°. Tt is
interesting that both of them were (narodniki,) members of “The People’s Will” and
were exiled to the Far East and Siberia, where they began to research the manners and
customs of indigenous peoples.

Their understanding of religion was strongly influenced by Historical Materialism
and Marxist theory. That is called “Religious Essentialism” and “Evolution theory of
Religions”, both of which were widely spread in Western Europe during the
establishment of religious studies, especially in the latter half of 19" century. According
to the theory of “Religious Essentialism”, which was formed in the process of the
colonization, the most primordial form of religion must show the essence of religions. A
primordial form was thought to be developed toward higher and more sophisticated

form in stages and in accordance with certain laws, that is the “Evolution Theory of
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Religions”, which rests on the Hegel’s dialectic and philosophy of history”.
GMIR museum was established in 1932 and belonged to the Academy of Sciences.
The exhibition showed the “emergence and evolution of religious faiths in accordance

with the stages of social development”*

. Not only materials for worship, but some
antireligious posters and explanation were displayed in the exhibitions, because GMIR
museum was expected to play a significant role in propaganda, too. Soviet religious
studies should aim to disclose the “reactionary, class essential (peakunonnas, Kinacconas
cymHocTh)” nature of religions. However, the curators had their own view on the
antireligious propaganda, turning down the caricatures and other popular and often
profane exhibitions as “vulgar”.

At the same time, as a fact the curators felt great difficulties to pursue their
academic interest under the pressure of Soviet power, which expected the museum to be
a center of antireligious propaganda. The museum changed the character of its activities,

according to the religious policy of Soviet power. Thus, we can consider GMIR

museum not only scientific, but also propagandistic.

2. Transition from “Anti-religion” to “Scientific atheism”

The religious policy in the 1920s-30s was carried out mainly by “administrative
measures”, including compulsory disclosure of church buildings, seizure of property,
and murder of clergymen and believers for the purpose of physical destruction of church.

At the same time, as we examined, GMIR museum attached greater importance to
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“enlightenment” of people by propaganda.

After WWII Soviet power began to change the religious policy, which followed
the “cultural approach”. This new direction about atheism was reflected in the two
decisions of the communist party, both of which were adopted in 1954. These were the
first official documents, in which “scientific atheism” was referred as a special term,

3 With these decisions “scientific atheism” became the

being replaced “anti-religion
main point of the religious and atheistic policy in late socialist Russia.

Especially the latter decision criticized the direct attacks on religions. In the
decision it was recognized that there were certain local organizations and individuals
allowed administrative interference in activities of religious institutions and groups, and
that was asserted as “mistakes of antireligious propaganda”. The decision made a clear
distinction between antireligious propaganda and the new direction of “scientific
atheism”, saying “To correct failures of antireligious propaganda must not cause
decrease of propaganda of scientific atheism”.

In other words, the scientific atheistic policy became more clearly and concretely
after WWIIL. For example, people was expected to keep “the new socialistic rituals”,
such as cerebrations of new-born infants, marriage, entrance into certain social
organizations, and to celebrate socialistic holydays, such as Victory Day, Revolutionary
Day and so forth.°

Furthermore, the new direction attached greater importance to media and
education for the purpose of propaganda of scientific knowledge and materialist

thinking. Several scientific journals began to be published for researchers and

propagandists. Popular science journal “Science and Religion («Hayka u penurus»)”
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also began to issue since 1959.

Universities and other institutions of higher education had started the “Elementary
course of Scientific Atheism” for every student since 1959, and had made it a
compulsory subject since 1964”. Thus, the role of propaganda became more important
during the last decades of Soviet Russia®.

GMIR museum also followed this direction. The general plan and purpose of the
museum in 1953 declared that “Soviet historiography is free from a vulgar materialist
understanding of religion. Such an understanding denies the active role of religious
ideology in a developing society, and lumps together a range of historical issues of
religion and atheism as propaganda of military atheism.”’ In this context, GMIR
claimed to be one of the biggest centers of “religious studies” in Soviet Russia.

People noticed the change itself, however even specialists and propagandists
didn’t know well the difference of connotations between “anti-religion” and “scientific
atheism”. This fact suggests that the greater part of Soviet people took part in creation

of atheistic society not positively but passively.

3. Theory and Practice of GMIR museum

In 1961, GMIR museum was transferred from the jurisdiction of the Academy of

Sciences to that of the Ministry of Culture. It meant that the museum was requested to
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play a greater educational and propagandistic role. The curators were sent all around the
Soviet Union, giving lectures about scientific atheism, and researching the activities and
thoughts of clergymen and believers'®. They got to know the atheistic and religious
activities in local areas through their field works. They realized the difficulty in
spreading of a way of thinking of scientific atheism, especially in rural villages. Now I
will illustrate some field works by the museum in the 1960s.

In order to ascertain the reason why atheistic propaganda didn’t have enough
effect on population, the curators investigated religious faiths and customs in Vyborg
city from 1962 until 1964. Vyborg is located not far from the border with Finland, and
was annexed to USSR in the result of the Soviet-Finnish war in 1944. After the war the
Finnish resident left, while immigrants from different cities of USSR made up the larger
part of the population'".

The curators inquired of 200 families about their cultural activities, family
members, school education and so forth. This inquiry illustrated that a family out of
every 10 in the center of the city, and a family out of every 5 in the suburbs held icons
in their home. Most of believers were old people and they visited Orthodox churches
just out of habit. The number of baptize was clearly reduced from 1963 to 1964'*. These
facts show that Vyborg was a rare model of atheistic society. It is because the war and
immigration destroyed religious traditions of the city.

The curators found much higher religiosity in the western part of Pskov prefecture,
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which had belonged to Estonia until 1940, and then had been occupied by Nazi
Germany for 4 years. Visiting a factory in 1963, curators found more than 64% of the
inquired families had icons in their home'’. According to the report, under the
considerable influence of Pskov-Peterskyi monastery, which did not be closed thorough
Soviet era, people could not go to the Kolkhoz club to listen to the atheistic lectures,
because participants might be despised, or beaten by others'®. When a leader of certain
village club planned to make a play, named “talking icons”, no one accepted to appear
on the stage. As a result the leader had no choice but to play in it by himself, while after
the play the village ignored him as a despicable man.

At the same time the curators hold atheistic seminars for local propagandists in 3
cities of the prefecture, and asked the participants about their struggle with religious
superstitions. However most of the participants didn’t answer: only 5 person responded
out of 20 participants of the seminar in Pechery, 5 person out of 100 in Ostrov, and 25
person out of 60 in Never’"”.

Tikhvin region of Leningrad prefecture to 200 km the west of its capital was
famous for the tradition of Old Believers, who hold several strict religious customs. In
this region the atheistic propaganda was conducted by the former members of the
League of Militant Atheists, who was around 70 years old, while the younger generation
did not so actively take part in it. Although more than 150 people had got the special
education of atheism in order to be propagandists for the last 10 years, only less than 10
persons actually conducted their atheistic tasks.

People who tried to practice scientific atheism seriously (on constative dimension)
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were often considered to be “heretics”, because religions and communism coexisted
“peacefully” in such areas. Another important point is there existed influence of
scientific atheism. A large majority took part in atheistic seminars and meetings,
celebrated important rites of passage and holidays (on performative dimension), though

it did not mean actually they internalized a materialist way of thinking.

4. Conclusion

The purpose of scientific atheism was to spread a view of the world based on
materialism, not to attack religious organizations and believers. Religious studies, which
treat religions as an object of science, got to be almost equal to scientific atheism,
leaving the border between science and propaganda ambiguous. On the one hand, soviet
religious studies investigated the actual religious activities in society. On the other,
researches should testify the validity of the “Evolution Theory of Religions”, and that
was their most important task. The most of Soviet people thought about atheistic
meetings and lectures, socialist rituals and holydays, and its representations as a result
of decline of a religious view of the world.

Thus, scientific atheism became more and more predictable, uninteresting and
insubstantial. Today many Russians say that they have never been atheists in spite of the
official politics, however the majority took part in the atheistic events, even if in passive

way. Scientific atheism facilitated a particular secularism in Soviet Russia in this way.
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