RELIGIOUS POLICY IN THE SOVIET UNION SABRINA PETRA RAMET

RELIGIOUS POLICY IN THE SOVIET UNION HAS BEEN A SUBJECT OF CONSIDERABLE SCHOLARLY INTEREST, PARTICULARLY
THROUGH THE WORKS OF HISTORIANS AND POLITICAL SCIENTISTS LIKE SABRINA PETRA RAMET. HER ANALYSIS OFFERS A
COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF HOW THE SOVIET STATE APPROACHED RELIGION, SHAPED BY IDEOLOGICAL, POLITICAL, AND
SOCIETAL FACTORS. THIS ARTICLE EXPLORES THE NUANCES OF SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY, THE IMPACT OF STATE ATHEISM, THE
TREATMENT OF VARIOUS RELIGIOUS GROUPS, AND THE EVENTUAL SHIFTS IN POLICY LEADING UP TO THE DISSOLUTION OF THE
SoVIeT UNION.

HisToricAL CONTEXT OF RELIGIOUS PoLicy IN THE SoVvIET UNION

THE SOVIET UNION, OFFICIALLY ESTABLISHED IN 1922 AFTER THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION, WAS FOUNDED ON MARXIST-
LENINIST IDEOLOGY, WHICH ESPOUSED ATHEISM AS A CORE PRINCIPLE. THE BOLSHEVIKS VIEWED RELIGION AS A RELIC OF THE
PAST THAT HINDERED SOCIAL PROGRESS AND PROMOTED CLASS STRUGGLE. THIS IDEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION INFLUENCED THE
SOVIET GOVERNMENT'S APPROACH TO RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND BELIEVERS.

EARLY YEARS: 1917-1928

IN THE IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH OF THE REVOLUTION, THE NEW GOVERNMENT SOUGHT TO DIMINISH THE POWER OF THE ORTHODOX
CHURCH AND OTHER RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS. KEY POLICIES INCLUDED:

1. NATIONALIZATION OF CHURCH PROPERTY: THE BOLSHEVIK GOVERNMENT CONFISCATED CHURCH LANDS AND PROPERTIES TO
REDISTRIBUTE TO THE STATE AND THE PEASANTRY.

2. LEGAL RESTRICTIONS: RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS WERE SUBJECTED TO STRICT REGULATIONS, LIMITING THEIR ABILITY TO
OPERATE FREELY.

3. PROMOTION OF ATHEISM: THE STATE ACTIVELY PROMOTED ATHEISM THROUGH EDUCATION AND PROPAGANDA, AIMING TO
INSTILL A MATERIALIST WORLDVIEW AMONG THE POPULACE.

THE GREAT TERROR AND THE W AR YEARS: 1928-1945

As THE SOVIET UNION ENTERED A PERIOD OF INTENSE POLITICAL REPRESSION KNOWN AS THE GREAT TERROR, RELIGIOUS
INSTITUTIONS FACED INCREASED SCRUTINY AND PERSECUTION. HO\X/EVER/ THE DYNAMICS CHANGED DURING W/ ORLD W AR || DUE
TO THE NEED FOR NATIONAL UNITY.

1. INCREASED RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE: THE GOVERNMENT RECOGNIZED THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN BOLSTERING MORALE. THIS LED TO
A TEMPORARY THAW IN RELIGIOUS REPRESSION, ALLOWING FOR LIMITED RELIGIOUS ACTIVITIES.

2. STATE-CHURCH RELATIONS: THE STATE SOUGHT TO CO-OPT RELIGIOUS LEADERS TO PROMOTE PATRIOTISM AND SUPPORT
FOR THE WAR EFFORT. THE ORTHODOX CHURCH WAS REHABILITATED IN SOME RESPECTS, ALLOWING IT TO REGAIN SOME
INFLUENCE.

THE KHRUSHCHEV ERA: 1953-1964

AFTER STALIN'S DEATH IN 1953, NIkITA KHRUSHCHEV INITIATED A CAMPAIGN TO REASSERT STATE CONTROL OVER RELIGION,
WHICH HAD BRIEFLY REGAINED GROUND DURING THE WAR.



ANTI-RELIGIoUS CAMPAIGNS

KHRUSHCHEV'S REGIME IMPLEMENTED VARIOUS MEASURES AIMED AT WEAKENING RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS:

- CLOSURE OF PLACES OF W/ ORSHIP: MANY CHURCHES AND MOSQUES WERE CLOSED OR REPURPOSED FOR NON-RELIGIOUS USES.
- INCREASED PROPAGANDA: THE STATE INTENSIFIED ITS ANTI-RELIGIOUS PROPAGANDA, PRODUCING FILMS, LITERATURE, AND
EDUCATIONAL MATERIALS THAT PROMOTED ATHEISM.

- RESTRICTIONS ON RELIGIOUS PRACTICES: LAWS WERE ENACTED TO RESTRICT RELIGIOUS GATHERINGS AND LIMIT THE
ACTIVITIES OF RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS.

IMPACT ON RELIGIoUs GrRoUPS

DIFFERENT RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES EXPERIENCED VARYING DEGREES OF REPRESSION:

- OrRTHODOX CHRISTIANS: THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH FACED SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES, ALTHOUGH IT RETAINED SOME
DEGREE OF INSTITUTIONAL PRESENCE.

- MusLIMS: MUSLIM COMMUNITIES IN CENTRAL ASIA ENCOUNTERED RESTRICTIONS, BUT LOCAL LEADERS OFTEN NEGOTIATED A
DEGREE OF AUTONOMY.

- OTHER FAITHS: SMALLER RELIGIOUS GROUPS SUCH AS BAPTISTS AND PENTECOSTALS FACED PERSECUTION, WITH MANY
BELIEVERS IMPRISONED OR EXILED.

THE BREZHNEV ERA: 1964-1982

W/ ITH THE RISE OF LEONID BREZHNEV, THE APPROACH TO RELIGIOUS POLICY BECAME SOMEWHAT MORE PRAGMATIC, THOUGH THE
STATE CONTINUED TO MAINTAIN A FIRM STANCE AGAINST ORGANIZED RELIGION.

STABILIZATION AND CO-OPTATION

DURING THIS PERIOD, THE SOVIET GOVERNMENT SOUGHT TO STABILIZE ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS:
- LIMITED ACCOMMODATION: BREZHNEV'S GOVERNMENT ADOPTED A POLICY OF LIMITED ACCOMMODATION, ALLOWING SOME
RELIGIOUS PRACTICES TO CONTINUE AS LONG AS THEY DID NOT CHALLENGE STATE AUTHORITY.

- STATE CONTROL: RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS REMAINED UNDER STRICT STATE CONTROL, WITH THE KGB MONITORING
ACTIVITIES AND SUPPRESSING DISSENT.

ReLiGcious REVIVAL AND RESISTANCE

DESPITE STATE REPRESSION, A RELIGIOUS REVIVAL BEGAN TO EMERGE DURING THE BREZHNEV ERA:
- UNDERGROUND MOVEMENTS: MANY RELIGIOUS GROUPS OPERATED UNDERGROUND, FOSTERING A SENSE OF COMMUNITY AND
RESILIENCE AMONG BELIEVERS.

- CULTURAL IMPACT: RELIGIOUS THEMES BEGAN TO PERMEATE CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS, INCLUDING LITERATURE, MUSIC, AND
ART, REFLECTING A GROWING INTEREST IN SPIRITUALITY.

THE GORBACHEV ErRA: 19856-1991

MikHAIL GORBACHEV'S POLICIES OF GLASNOST (OPENNESS) AND PERESTROIKA (RESTRUCTURING) MARKED A SIGNIFICANT



TURNING POINT IN SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY.

GLASNOST AND RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

GORBACHEV'S REFORMS LED TO GREATER FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION, WHICH HAD PROFOUND IMPLICATIONS FOR RELIGIOUS
COMMUNITIES!

- LEGALIZATION OF RELIGIOUS ACTIVITIES: RELIGIOUS GROUPS WERE ALLOWED TO REGISTER LEGALLY, LEADING TO A
RESURGENCE OF RELIGIOUS ACTIVITY.

- PuBLIC DIALOGUE: INCREASED OPENNESS FACILITATED PUBLIC DISCUSSIONS ABOUT FAITH AND SPIRITUALITY, ALLOWING FOR A
GREATER EXPRESSION OF RELIGIOUS IDENTITY.

CHALLENGES AND CONFLICTS

DESPITE THE LIBERALIZATION, CHALLENGES EMERGED:

- INTER-RELIGIOUS TENSIONS: THE NEWFOUND FREEDOM SOMETIMES LED TO TENSIONS BETWEEN DIFFERENT RELIGIOUS
COMMUNITIES, PARTICULARLY IN REGIONS WITH DIVERSE POPULATIONS.

- NATIONALISM AND RELIGION: IN SOME CASES, RELIGIOUS IDENTITY BECAME INTERTWINED WITH NATIONALIST MOVEMENTS,
COMPLICATING THE RELATIONSHIP BET\WEEN RELIGION AND THE STATE.

PosT-SoVIET LANDSCAPE: 1991 AND BEYOND

THE COLLAPSE OF THE SOVIET UNION IN 199 T USHERED IN A NEW ERA FOR RELIGIOUS POLICY IN THE FORMER SOVIET
REPUBLICS.

New OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

- ReLiGlous ReVIVAL: MANY RELIGIOUS GROUPS EXPERIENCED A REVIVAL, WITH THE RussiaAN ORTHODOX CHURCH AND OTHER
DENOMINATIONS REGAINING PROMINENCE.

- LEGAL FRAMEWORKS: NEW LAWS GOVERNING RELIGIOUS FREEDOM WERE ENACTED, LEADING TO A MORE PLURALISTIC RELIGIOUS
LANDSCAPE.

- CONTINUED TENSIONS: HO\X/EVER, CONFLICTS PERSISTED, PARTICULARLY IN REGIONS WITH A HISTORY OF ETHNIC AND
RELIGIOUS STRIFE, DEMONSTRATING THAT THE LEGACY OF SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY CONTINUED TO INFLUENCE POST-SOVIET
SOCIETY.

THe RoLE oF SABRINA PETRA RAMET

SABRINA PETRA RAMET’S WORK ON SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY PROVIDES CRITICAL INSIGHTS INTO THE COMPLEXITIES OF
STATE-RELIGION RELATIONS. HER ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN IDEOLOGY, POLITICS, AND SOCIETAL
ATTITUDES, ILLUSTRATING HOW THE SOVIET STATE'S APPROACH TO RELIGION EVOLVED OVER TIME. BY EXAMINING THE
NUANCES OF RELIGIOUS POLICY, RAMET CONTRIBUTES TO A DEEPER UNDERSTANDING OF THE BROADER SOCIO-POLITICAL
CONTEXT OF THE SOVIET ERA.



CONCLUSION

RELIGIOUS POLICY IN THE SOVIET UNION WAS MARKED BY CONTRADICTIONS AND COMPLEXITIES, SHAPED BY IDEOLOGICAL
COMMITMENTS, POLITICAL CONSIDERATIONS, AND SOCIETAL REALITIES. FROM THE EARLY YEARS OF REPRESSION TO THE
EVENTUAL LIBERALIZATION UNDER GORBACHEV, THE SOVIET STATE'S RELATIONSHIP WITH RELIGION WAS DYNAMIC AND
MULTIFACETED. SCHOLARS LIKE SABRINA PETRA RAMET HAVE ILLUMINATED THESE COMPLEXITIES, HELPING US UNDERSTAND THE
ENDURING IMPACT OF SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY ON CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY. AS THE POST-SOVIET LANDSCAPE CONTINUES
TO EVOLVE, THE LESSONS OF THIS HISTORICAL PERIOD REMAIN RELEVANT FOR DISCUSSIONS ABOUT RELIGION, STATE, AND
IDENTITY IN THE MODERN \WORLD.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

WHAT WAS THE PRIMARY FOCUS OF SABRINA PETRA RAMET’'S WORK ON RELIGIOUS
POLICY IN THE SoVIET UNION?

SABRINA PETRA RAMET PRIMARILY FOCUSED ON THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN STATE POLICIES AND RELIGIOUS PRACTICES, EXAMINING
HOW THE SOVIET REGIME SOUGHT TO CONTROL AND MANIPULATE RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS TO ALIGN WITH ITS IDEOLOGICAL
GOALS.

How pib THE SoVIET UNION'S APPROACH TO RELIGION CHANGE FROM THE 1917
RevoLuTION To THE 1980s?

|NITIALLY, THE SOVIET UNION AIMED FOR TOTAL SUPPRESSION OF RELIGION, PROMOTING ATHEISM. HO\X/EVER, OVER TIME,
POLICIES SHIFTED TO ALLOW LIMITED RELIGIOUS PRACTICES AS A MEANS OF SOCIAL CONTROL AND TO GAIN SUPPORT FROM
VARIOUS ETHNIC GROUPS.

WHAT ROLE DID THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH PLAY IN THE SOVIET RELIGIOUS
POLICY?

THE RussiAN ORTHODOX CHURCH WAS OFTEN CO-OPTED BY THE SOVIET GOVERNMENT, BEING USED AS A TOOL FOR
PROMOTING STATE IDEOLOGY WHILE MAINTAINING A SEMBLANCE OF RELIGIOUS LIFE, WHICH HELPED TO LEGITIMIZE THE REGIME
BOTH DOMESTICALLY AND INTERNATIONALLY.

How DID RELIGIOUS MINORITIES FARE UNDER SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY ACCORDING TO
SABRINA PETRA RAMET?

RELIGIOUS MINORITIES OFTEN FACED GREATER REPRESSION COMPARED TO THE RUSSIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH, WITH MANY
GROUPS EXPERIENCING PERSECUTION, RESTRICTIONS ON WORSHIP, AND THE CLOSURE OF PLACES OF \WORSHIP.

IN WHAT WAYS DID THE SOVIET GOVERNMENT UTILIZE PROPAGANDA CONCERNING
RELIGION?

THE SOVIET GOVERNMENT USED PROPAGANDA TO PROMOTE ATHEISM, DEPICTING RELIGION AS A RELIC OF THE PAST THAT
HINDERED PROGRESS, WHILE ALSO SHOWCASING STATE-APPROVED RELIGIOUS LEADERS WHO SUPPORTED THE REGIME.

\WHAT IMPACT DID THE POLICIES OF MIKHAIL GORBACHEV HAVE ON RELIGIOUS
PRACTICES IN THE SoVIET UNION?

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV'S POLICIES OF GLASNOST AND PERESTROIKA LED TO GREATER RELIGIOUS FREEDOMS, ALLOWING
PREVIOUSLY SUPPRESSED RELIGIOUS GROUPS TO RE"EMERGE AND PRACTICE OPENLY, IMPACTING THE LANDSCAPE OF SPIRITUALITY



IN THE SoVIET UNION.

How DID THE SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY INFLUENCE NATIONAL IDENTITY AMONG
VARIOUS ETHNIC GROUPS?

THE SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY OFTEN INTERTWINED WITH NATIONAL IDENTITY, AS VARIOUS ETHNIC GROUPS USED RELIGION AS
A MEANS OF PRESERVING THEIR CULTURAL HERITAGE, LEADING TO A COMPLEX RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ETHNICITY, FAITH, AND
STATE LOYALTY.

WHAT WAS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE COUNCIL FOR RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS IN THE SOVIET
UNION?

THe COUNCIL FOR RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS WAS ESTABLISHED TO OVERSEE AND REGULATE RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS, ENSURING
THEY ALIGNED WITH STATE INTERESTS AND LIMITING THEIR INFLUENCE ON THE POPULACE.

How poes SABRINA PETRA RAMET ASSESS THE LEGACY OF SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY
IN POST-SOVIET STATES?

RAMET ASSESSES THAT THE LEGACY OF SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICY HAS LED TO A RESURGENCE OF RELIGIOUS IDENTITY IN POST-
SoVIET STATES, WITH MANY COMMUNITIES RE-ESTABLISHING THEIR TRADITIONS AND INSTITUTIONS THAT WERE SUPPRESSED
DURING THE SOVIET ERA.

\WHAT ARE SOME EXAMPLES OF RESISTANCE TO SOVIET RELIGIOUS POLICIES BY
RELIGIOUS GROUPS?

EXAMPLES OF RESISTANCE INCLUDE UNDERGROUND CHURCHES, THE FORMATION OF INDEPENDENT RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS, AND
ACTIVISM BY RELIGIOUS LEADERS WHO OPPOSED STATE CONTROL OVER THEIR PRACTICES AND TEACHINGS.
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