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ISLAM FOR THE ATHEIST: A SOVIET 

TATAR ENCYCLOPEDIA OF ISLAM 

Michael Kemper 

By the 1970s, Soviet atheist literature was no longer as experimencal and militant 

as it had been in the 1920s and 1930s when it accompanied state terror. Rather 

than offering a grand project, atheist publications of the 1970s came with a 

standardized Marxist doctrine that obviously failed to capture the banality of a 

continuing religious life - a religious life chat was heavily monitored but largely 

tolerated. As a result, official atheist publications of the late Soviet period are 

mostly uninspired and boring. 1 

But in chis unspectacular literature of the Stagnation era we also find some 

interesting innovations - in fact, innovations meant to come to terms with the 

enduring presence of religions. One of these innovations came in the form of a new 

atheist genre: that of "dictionaries of religious terms" devoted to particular 

religions. This genre systematically presented encompassing information about one 

specific confession/religion - Orthodox Christianity, for instance, or Islam, the 

USSR's "second religion" - from a thoroughly scientific perspective, produced by a 

team of academic specialists. 

In this paper2 I explore the idea that a reader of such atheist dictionaries could 

simply ignore the blatantly anti-religious entries in these reference works, and 

1 See e.g. Yaacov Ro'i, "The Task of Creating the New Soviet Man: 'Atheistic Propaganda' in the
Soviet Muslim Areas", Soviet Studies 36.1 (1984), 26-44. Analy.ling the atheist campaign of the lace 
1970s and early 1980s, Ro'i observes chat "despite the evidem urgency of the campaign [ ... ] and 
despite its greater sophistication, neither the content nor the effect of atheistic propaganda seems to 

be much different from char of past decades" (ibid., 40). For a much more entertaining approach to 

atheist propaganda see Erik van Ree, De mensenhater. Leven en sterven van de bijbelse god [The Man
hacer: Living and Dying of the God of the Bible] (Amsterdam: U i cgeverij Jan Mets 1997). This radical 
booklet - pose-socialist, experimental, and perhaps even post-modernist in narure - set new standards 
in methodological transparency: "Also, where it was necessary I manipulated the Bible quotes, and 
once in a while I also intervened in the [Biblical] events" (7). 
2 I am grateful to Eren T asar, Danielle Ross and Christian Noack for their comm en ts and suggestions. 
A first version was presented at the online workshop Turkic: Probing the Frontiers of a Lingua Franc,z 
(17 Nov1:mber 2021); che discussion continued in the framework of the onlinc symposium Soviet and 


























