
From:  https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/archives/anti.html 

 

Revelations from the Russian Archives 

 

ANTI-RELIGIOUS CAMPAIGNS 

 

The Soviet Union was the first state to have as an ideological objective the elimination of 

religion. Toward that end, the Communist regime confiscated church property, ridiculed religion, 

harassed believers, and propagated atheism in the schools. Actions toward particular religions, 

however, were determined by State interests, and most organized religions were never outlawed. 

The main target of the anti-religious campaign in the 1920s and 1930s was the Russian Orthodox 

Church, which had the largest number of faithful. Nearly all of its clergy, and many of its 

believers, were shot or sent to labor camps. Theological schools were closed, and church 

publications were prohibited. By 1939 only about 500 of over 50,000 churches remained open. 

After Nazi Germany's attack on the Soviet Union in 1941, Joseph Stalin revived the Russian 

Orthodox Church to intensify patriotic support for the war effort. By 1957 about 22,000 Russian 

Orthodox churches had become active. But in 1959 Nikita Khrushchev initiated his own 

campaign against the Russian Orthodox Church and forced the closure of about 12,000 churches. 

By 1985 fewer than 7,000 churches remained active. Members of the church hierarchy were 

jailed or forced out, their places taken by docile clergy, many of whom had ties with the KGB. 

Campaigns against other religions were closely associated with particular nationalities, 

especially if they recognized a foreign religious authority such as the Pope. By 1926, the Roman 

Catholic Church had no bishops left in the Soviet Union, and by 1941 only two of the almost 

1,200 churches that had existed in 1917, mostly in Lithuania, were still active. The Ukrainian 

Catholic Church (Uniate), linked with Ukrainian nationalism, was forcibly subordinated in 1946 

to the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Autocephalous Orthodox Churches of Belorussia and 

Ukraine were suppressed twice, in the late 1920s and again in 1944. 

Attacks on Judaism were endemic throughout the Soviet period, and the organized practice of 

Judaism became almost impossible. Protestant denominations and other sects were also 

persecuted. The All-Union Council of Evangelical Christian Baptists, established by the 

government in 1944, typically was forced to confine its activities to the narrow act of worship 

and denied most opportunities for religious teaching and publication. Fearful of a pan-Islamic 

movement, the Soviet regime systematically suppressed Islam by force, until 1941. The Nazi 

invasion of the Soviet Union that year led the government to adopt a policy of official toleration 

of Islam while actively encouraging atheism among Muslims. 

 



Letter from Gorky to Stalin 

Translation of letter 

I also know that the one-sidedness of our treatment of 

reality--created by us--exerts an extremely unhealthy influence 

on our young people. 

 

     In their letters, and in their conversations with me, it 

seems that today's youth displays an extremely pessimistic mood.  

This mood is very natural.  Direct knowledge of reality of our 

youth from the central areas, especially our provinces is 

limited, insignificant.  To acquaint themselves with what is 

going on they turn to the newspapers.  

 

[...]  

 

     It is furthermore imperative to put the propaganda of 

atheism on solid ground.  You won't achieve much with the weapons 

of Marx and materialism, as we have seen.  Materialism and 

religion are two different planes and they don't coincide.  If a 

fool speaks from the heavens and the sage from a factory--they 

won't understand one another.  The sage needs to hit the fool 

with his stick, with his weapon. 

 

     For this reason, there should be courses set up at the 

Communist Academy which would not only treat the history of 

religion, and mainly the history of the Christian church, i.e., 

the study of church history as politics. 

(…) 

  It is necessary to produce a book on the church's struggle 

against science. 

 

     Our youth is very poorly informed on questions of this 

nature.  The "tendency" toward a religious disposition is very 

noticeable--a natural result of developing individualism.  At 

this time, as always, the young are in a hurry to find "the 

definitive answer." 

 

 

Here is a letter of March 19, 1922, from Lenin via Molotov to members of the Politburo, 

outlining a brutal plan of action against the "Black Hundreds" clergy and their followers, who 

were defying the government decree to remove church valuables (purported by the government 

to be used to fund famine relief). Lenin proposed the arrest and quick trial of the insurrectionists 

in Shuia, followed by a ruthless campaign to shoot a large number of the reactionary clergy and 

bourgeoisie and urged that removal of valuables from the richest churches and monasteries be 

finished quickly. 

  Excerpt from Lenin’s letter: 

 

 “We must pursue the removal of church property by any 
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means necessary in order to secure for ourselves a fund of several 

hundred million gold rubles (do not forget the immense wealth of 

some monasteries and lauras).  Without this fund any government 

work in general, any economic build-up in particular, and any 

upholding of soviet principles in Genoa especially is completely 

unthinkable.  In order to get our hands on this fund of several 

hundred million gold rubles (and perhaps even several hundred 

billion), we must do whatever is necessary.  But to do this 

successfully is possible only now.  All considerations indicate that 

later on we will fail to do this, for no other time, besides that of 

desperate famine, will give us such a mood among the general mass 

of peasants that would ensure us the sympathy of this group, or, at 

least, would ensure us the neutralization of this group in the sense 

that victory in the struggle for the removal of church property 

unquestionably and completely will be on our side.  

 

        One clever writer on statecraft correctly said that if it is 

necessary for the realization of a well-known political goal to 

perform a series of brutal actions then it is necessary to do them in 

the most energetic manner and in the shortest time, because masses 

of people will not tolerate the protracted use of brutality. This 

observation in particular is further strengthened because harsh 

measures against a reactionary clergy will be politically impractical, 

possibly even extremely dangerous as a result of the international 

situation in which we in Russia, in all probability, will find 

ourselves, or may find ourselves, after Genoa.  Now victory over 

the reactionary clergy is assured us completely.  In addition, it will 

be more difficult for the major part of our foreign adversaries 

among the Russian emigres abroad, i.e., the Socialist- 

Revolutionaries and the Milyukovites [Left Wing Cadet Party], to 

fight against us if we, precisely at this time, precisely in connection 

with the famine, suppress the reactionary clergy with utmost haste 

and ruthlessness.”  

 

... 

“Send to Shuia one of the most energetic, clear-headed, and 

capable members of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee 

[VTsIK] or some other representative of the central government 

(one is better than several), giving him verbal instructions through 

one of the members of the Politburo.  The instructions must come 

down to this, that in Shuia he must arrest more if possible but not 

less than several dozen representatives of the local clergy, the local 

petty bourgeoisie, and the local bourgeoisie on suspicion of direct 

or indirect participation in the forcible resistance to the decree of 

the VTsIK on the removal of property of value from churches.  

Immediately upon completion of this task, he must return to 

Moscow and personally deliver a report to the full session of the 

Politburo or to two specially authorized members of the Politburo.  

On the basis of this report, the Politburo will give a detailed 

directive to the judicial authorities, also verbal, that the trial of the 

insurrectionists from Shuia, for opposing aid to the starving, should 

be carried out in utmost haste and should end not other than with 

the shooting of the very largest number of the most influential and 

dangerous of the Black Hundreds in Shuia, and, if possible, not 

only in this city but even in Moscow and several other ecclesiastical 

centers. 

 

        I think that it is advisable for us not to touch Patriarch 

Tikhon himself, even though he undoubtedly headed this whole 

revolt of slave-holders.  

 

         Lenin. 


