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Between  Religion  and  Materialism:  Ortho‐
doxy, Atheism and the "New Soviet Man" 

This slim, elegantly written volume examines
the  early  Soviet  experience  through the  lens  of
the Bolsheviks' efforts to eradicate religion. Based
on archival and published sources, as well as the
work of early Soviet ethnographers, Godless Com‐
munists frames  the  promotion  of  atheism  in
terms of the broader revolutionary commitment
to  creating  the  "new  Soviet  man."  While  many
scholars have interpreted Soviet-church relations
primarily in terms of state oppression or church
resistance,  Husband  emphasizes  the  gaps  and
contradictions  between  the  Bolsheviks'  concep‐
tion of religious policy and its implementation, as
well as the complexities of individual and group
responses to various strategies intended to dilute
or  eliminate  religion.  Moving  past  the  strident
confrontations between activist believers and mil‐
itant  atheists,  he  convincingly  argues  that  most
citizens "integrated their feelings toward religion
and  atheism  with  other,  nonspiritual  concerns"
and suggests that the priorities of many individu‐
als "proved to be conditional, even situational" (p.

xv). Complementing recent studies of the League
of the Militant Godless by Dan Peris and of rural
religious  activism  by  Glennys  Young  [1],  Hus‐
band's work shows how "competing cultural per‐
ceptions and aspirations in Russian society played
an instrumental role in shaping the aftermath of
the revolution" (p. xv). 

Chapter  One  outlines  the  historical  roots  of
atheism in  Russia  and  Western  Europe.  A  brief
discussion  of  Western  Europe  stresses  the  rela‐
tively recent advent of non-belief in the supernat‐
ural. The interest in individual interpretations of
scripture that fueled the Reformation in the six‐
teenth  century  combined  with  advances  in  sci‐
ence and technology to yield new knowledge of
the material world that was increasingly difficult
to reconcile with religious faith. While Russia's ex‐
perience with atheism paralleled that of the West
in some respects, the peculiarities of Russian Or‐
thodoxy and the distinction between official and
popular  religious  practice  made  Russia  unique.
From the time of Russia's conversion in the tenth
century, popular religion reflected a number of di‐
verse influences, many of them rooted in a pre-



Christian, pagan past. When the church hierarchy
aligned itself with the emerging princes of Mos‐
cow in the fourteenth century, the influence of Or‐
thodoxy extended to virtually every aspect of Rus‐
sian life, from the underwriting of political ideolo‐
gy to constructions of gender and social identity. 

In  contrast  to  Western  Christianity,  Russian
Orthodoxy displayed a  "persistent  propensity  to
ground spiritual life far more strongly in symbols
and rituals than in texts, and to derive religious
meaning  principally  from  popular  practice"  (p.
23).  Husband also  emphasizes  the diversity  and
nuances  of  orthodox  preachment  and  practice,
noting the church's contradictory position on sex‐
uality and its toleration of behavior (drinking and
brawling)  it  could  not  eradicate.  Although  the
Petrine reforms diminished the institutional  au‐
thority of the church, Orthodoxy remained a pow‐
erful influence in Russian society throughout the
Imperial  period.  The  intelligentsia's  embrace  of
materialism and rationalism was important to the
development of Marxism-Leninism, but had little
effect on the fundamental beliefs of the masses.
Indeed efforts to infuse the revolutionary move‐
ment with "religious passion" marked the activi‐
ties of many social democrats, even as they came
to oppose religion politically. Atheism did not oc‐
cupy an important position in the Bolsheviks' pre-
revolutionary  program.  The  revolutionaries  re‐
garded religious belief as one of many artifacts of
"backwardness," and assumed that the acquisition
of consciousness (through education and enlight‐
enment) would naturally erode popular attraction
to religion. 

Chapter Two outlines the evolution of official
policy  toward religion after  the October revolu‐
tion. From the outset, the Bolsheviks were divided
among  themselves  over  religious  policy.  They
adopted an administrative approach that was rid‐
dled  with  contradictions  and  offered  ineffective
guidance to local activists. Measures taken during
the Civil War sought to marginalize religion and
the  institutional  authority  of  the  church  rather

than to impose atheism by force. Legislation sepa‐
rating  church  and  state  in  1918  targeted  the
church's  involvement  in  public  ceremonies  as
well as its property, but did not mandate the per‐
secution of believers or prohibit public worship.
Ongoing  disputes  about  the  use  and  efficacy  of
draconian  methods  prompted  a  reconsideration
of official policy in 1922-23. From the mid-twen‐
ties on, atheistic work focused less on repression
and  more  on  organized  agitation  through  the
press and the activities of associations such as the
League of the Militant Godless. The advent of the
Cultural Revolution in 1928-29 brought a return to
aggressive  tactics,  as  churches  were  closed  and
desecrated and clergy subject to arrest and execu‐
tion.  New legislation  further  restricted  religious
freedoms and eroded much of the earlier commit‐
ment to freedom of conscience. 

From  this  discussion  of  policy  toward  the
church  as  an  institution,  Husband  turns  to  the
heart of his subject, the Bolsheviks' efforts to cre‐
ate the "new Soviet man" by instilling new values
informed by a secular, materialist worldview, and
the diverse ways Russians responded to these pro‐
grams.  Convinced that economic hardship,  igno‐
rance, and religiosity were self-perpetuating and
inextricably joined, the party intended to defeat
religion by education and by demonstrating the
benefits of science and technology. The campaign
to eradicate religion was thus an integral part of a
multi-faceted struggle for a new way of life. 

Chapter Three examines reforms in primary
schooling and the promotion of new secular holi‐
days and rites of passage. Since the party expect‐
ed schooling to play a central role in building so‐
cialism, its educational objectives were especially
ambitious, and included compulsory free school‐
ing, eliminating  illiteracy,  training  an "army"  of
new teachers, as well as curricular reforms that
promoted a "scientific" worldview and eliminated
instruction  in  religion.  Although  official  policy
cautioned against overt anti-religious propaganda
in  the  classroom,  popular  opposition  to  schools
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"where there is no law of God" was considerable,
as was the reluctance of workers and peasants to
giving up the many Orthodox holidays that had
traditionally been labor free days of feasting and
drinking. The party's minimal success in these ar‐
eas  derived  partly  from  the  persistent  gaps  be‐
tween the  inspiration  and execution  of  cultural
enlightenment programs,  as  well  as  people's  re‐
luctance to abandon the old for the new, especial‐
ly when the new offered less in the way of "fun"
or  social  security.  Furthermore,  the  success  of
these programs depended in large part on having
a  receptive  audience.  "Soviet  power  perpetually
found itself in the untenable position of trying si‐
multaneously  to  create  the  prerequisites  for  its
programs  and  implement  the  programs  them‐
selves" (p. 98). 

In  Chapter  Four  Husband  probes  an  even
more fundamental obstacle to the party's efforts
to change personal values, both within its ranks
and  among  the  general  populace.  For  although
party leaders often displayed a sophisticated un‐
derstanding of social and cultural issues,  on the
ground, Bolshevik tactics were dominated by sim‐
plistic,  ideologically  derived  dualisms  (old-new,
consciousness-backwardness,  science-church,
workers-peasants, men-women, etc.). This put the
party at a tremendous disadvantage in trying to
reconfigure beliefs as intensely personal as con‐
structions of gender, generational biases, religion
in the party, and non-religious appeals to the su‐
pernatural. 

In a fascinating discussion of the persistence
of religion and "superstition" in factories during
NEP, and an equally engrossing section on party
members  who  "hedged  their  cosmological  bets"
by accepting the general Bolshevik line while re‐
taining some religious attachments, Husband de‐
scribes  the  process  of  cultural  syncretism,  in
which  citizens  metabolized  old  and  new  influ‐
ences,  just  as  Orthodoxy had synthesized pagan
and Christian elements in pre-revolutionary soci‐
ety.  He  asserts  that  individuals'  ability  to  blend

traditional  and  revolutionary  values  enabled
them to cope with unforeseen circumstances and
pressures for change. These coping strategies "ac‐
counted for the presence of religious believers in
the party,  faith healers  in the factories,  [...]  and
peasants who contradicted cultural  stereotypes."
They also underpinned social  realities  that  "ran
roughshod over the party's bifurcated presupposi‐
tions about human experience" (p. 129). 

The  final  chapter  provides  chronological  as
well as analytical completion to the book, as Hus‐
band provides further exposition of the ways in
which  individuals  accommodated  and  resisted
new  influences  against  the  backdrop  of  the  ex‐
cesses of  the Cultural  Revolution.  After years of
relying more on persuasion than coercion in the
realm of religion, the party again endorsed mili‐
tant tactics with the launching of the collectiviza‐
tion and industrialization drives in 1928. Closing
churches and arresting priests joined the liquida‐
tion of kulaks and the vanquishing of counter-rev‐
olutionary elements as part of the broader agenda
of implementing collectivization. While this con‐
certed  assault  on  religion was  what  many mili‐
tants had long argued for, the campaign against
religion  was  quickly  subsumed  under  broader
party objectives (p. 137). 

In an irony familiar to students of other early
Soviet radicals, the mobilization of the Komsomol,
army and other state organizations to implement
church closures, the seizure of icons, and persecu‐
tion of believers meant that the League of the Mil‐
itant Godless lost its position of authority on reli‐
gion,  even  as  it  continued  to  take  most  of  the
blame for failures. Orthodox believers countered
violence on the part of the state with insubordina‐
tion and force that strengthened the link between
religion and anti-Soviet behavior in minds of the
authorities (p. 140).  Yet circumvention remained
even more common than confrontation, and cler‐
gy and activist laity proved particularly adept at
subverting  revolutionary  legality  with  petitions
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and appeals to higher authorities, even during the
turbulent years of 1928-32. 

In the end,  however,  Husband suggests that
we appreciate the importance of accommodation
as the main strategy by which Russians adapted to
a  period  when  they  faced  opposing  pressures
from both church and state, not just on the reli‐
gious question, but on the future of society itself.
Following Clifford Geertz's assessment of the mu‐
tual importance of an "intellectually reasonable"
ethos and an "emotionally convincing" worldview
in determining religious belief and practice, Hus‐
band posits that for most Russians "what was in‐
tellectually reasonable and emotionally convinc‐
ing  [....]  stopped  short  of  overt  risks  and  might
change in response to shifting circumstances" (p.
153). Given the absence of widespread support for
Bolshevik goals, the success of the social revolu‐
tion  hinged  on  the  degree  to  which  individuals
and groups were willing to practice a more nu‐
anced form of accommodation: preemptive obedi‐
ence without direct coercion (p. 154). This synthe‐
sis of acceptance and passivity,  in which people
tolerated the elimination of the old without fully
embracing the new, became an important mode
of behavior in Soviet society. The conflict between
religion and atheism thus produced no clear vic‐
tor,  but  it  was instrumental  in  conditioning the
behavior of the "new Soviet man." 

Husband has attained the difficult  and ever
more necessary balance of speaking to specialists
as well as a broader audience. Scholars of the ear‐
ly Soviet period will find this a sophisticated, un‐
jaundiced  treatment  of  Orthodoxy  after  1917  --
one  that  presents  the  twenties  as  a  time when
many options were still open and outcomes often
uncertain. The author's exploration of the contra‐
dictions  and  inconsistencies  in  the  party's  ap‐
proach to religion, and emphasis on the ways in
which  the  Bolsheviks  responded  to  events  as
much as they shaped them, presents a convincing
counterpoint  to  the gathering tide of  neo-Totali‐
tarian interpretations of the Soviet experience. At

the same time, Husband's careful examination of
the promotion of atheism in terms of the broader
context of the economic and social dimensions of
NEP and the evolution of the Stalinist dictatorship
make the major themes of the book accessible to
cultural  and  social  historians  of  many  persua‐
sions and appropriate for advanced undergradu‐
ates. 

Notes. 
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