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Abstract

This essay demonstrates that the renaissance experienced in the religious 
and literary spheres across much of the USSR after World War II influ-
enced the field of scientific atheism as well. Through the prism of a remark-
able article that appeared in the flagship Bashkir literary journal  Literary 
Bashqortostan, it argues that a distinct type of antireligious writing, name-
ly Muslim atheism, crystallized during the 1950s, combining the religious 
and the antireligious. Unlike anti-Islamic writings of the 1920s, this Bash-
kir piece brings in elements of texture, i. e., documentary and ethnographic 
snapshots of Muslim life. By extensively quoting Bashkir prayers and folk 
sayings, it offers an additional window on the history of Islam and atheism 
in the USSR. Viewing the piece as the product of a dynamic atheism that 
responded to the decade’s social climate, opens up the possibility of treat-
ing atheistic writing in Turkic languages as “religious” texts.
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The quantitative and anti-anthropocentric direction taken by the natural sciences since 
Galileo has posed an awkward dilemma for human sciences. Should they achieve 

 significant results from a scientifically weak position, or should they put themselves in a 
strong scientific position but get meager results? 

Carlo Ginzburg

The first scholar to apply the theories and method of Carlo Ginzburg to 
Central Asia, Paolo Sartori, has eloquently characterized an important im-
plication of the great early modernist’s work: “The historian can activate 
past realities encapsulated in a text by asking questions that eschew the 
concerns of its author.” Sartori’s 2021 essay, “On the Importance of Hav-
ing a Method,” does just this, proposing a hermeneutics of Soviet antire-
ligious documentation by asking “how could it be that Islam proved im-
portant, indeed central to the lives of Uzbeks in the wake of Stalinism?”2 
Building on Sartori’s arguments, I propose in this essay to ask a similar 
question of the 1950s, but in a different context. I turn to a little-known 
essay by Ginzburg from 1983 charting “an epistemological model (or, if 
you like, a paradigm) [that] quietly emerged in the sphere of the social 
sciences” in the nineteenth century, by “outlining an analogy between the 
methods” of three figures: Giovanni Morelli, Sigmund Freud, and Sherlock 
Holmes.3 “In all three cases,” Ginzburg observed, “tiny details provide the 
key to a deeper reality, inaccessible by other methods. These details may 
be symptoms, for Freud, or clues, for Holmes, or features of paintings, for 
Morelli.”4 Applied to history, the use of “tiny clues” means that “history 
always remains a science of a very particular kind, irremediably based in 
the concrete […]. And the historian’s knowledge, like the doctor’s, is indi-
rect, based on signs and scraps of evidence, conjectural.”5 Of the numerous 
disciplines touched on as examples in the essay, it is the author’s reference 
to folklore that best makes the point: 

Three brothers (runs a story from the Middle East told among Kirghiz, Tatars, 
Jews, Turks, and so on) meet a man who has lost a camel (or sometimes it is a 
horse). At once they describe it to him: it’s white, and blind in one eye; under the 

2 Sartori 2021, 297.
3 Ginzburg 1983. Ginzburg first published the piece in Italian in 1979.
4 Ginzburg 1983, 87. 
5 Ginzburg 1983, 92–93.
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saddle it carries two skins, one full of oil, the other of wine. They must have seen 
it? No, they haven’t seen it. So they’re accused of theft and brought to be judged. 
The triumph of the brothers follows: they immediately show how from the barest 
traces they were able to reconstruct the appearance of an animal they had never 
set eyes on.6

In Ginzburg’s analysis, the brothers possess a form of knowledge whose 
secrets the observer can only unlock through informed conjecture. The 
conjectural paradigm could, in theory, allow the reconstruction of a “com-
plex reality” based on disparate bits of information, from observations per-
taining to minute detail, to hints about the ethics of entire societies. It was 
this sensibility, of course, that led Ginzburg to write his magnum opus, 
The Night Battles. Conjecture and speculation based on clues, grounded 
in historical context, is not merely a hazard of the humanistic and social 
sciences. Ginzburg suggests that it is the very reason these sciences came 
into existence.

It is particularly fortuitous (if perhaps unsurprising, given the author’s 
interest in shamanism), that the example cited above references Turkic 
peoples. His discussion is especially relevant to the study of Islam in the 
USSR, a field of inquiry constrained by the rich irony that a big chunk of 
the relevant sources on religion, perhaps the majority, was produced by 
people ostensibly hostile to it. Even a skilled historian who reads such 
documentation literally, can only hope to confirm the Soviet narrative of 
progress in some nuanced fashion. Such a state of affairs affords the his-
torian two avenues of research. One involves finding new sources on re-
ligion produced in Muslim communities under communism.7 The other 
entails evaluating Soviet, overtly or subtly atheist, sources with a critical 
eye, informed by an understanding of the complexity and historicity of 
Central Eurasian societies, knowledge of the region’s languages, and some 
grounding in the academic study of Islam.8 Elements of both are on display 
in the recent work of some of the more original scholars working on reli-
gion in the USSR. Beyond Sartori’s article mentioned at the outset, three 
books have recently appeared examining the topic from different vantage 
points. Jeff Eden’s God Save the USSR is the first work since Yaacov Ro’i’s 
Islam in the Soviet Union to adopt a bird’s eye view of Islam across the 
country. Eden employs religious literature in an array of hitherto ignored 
genres (and languages), including poetry, to underscore the conflict’s reli-
gious significance for Muslim soldiers and the families they left behind.9 

6 Ginzburg 1983, 88–89. 
7 Abashin 2022; Ahlin 2018; Bustanov 2017 and 2018; Bigozhin 2022; Dudoignon 

2014, 2021, and 2022; Ross 2021; Sartori & Babajanov 2022. 
8 Bekkin 2021; Deweese 2014; Tasar 2021.
9 Eden 2021.
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Another work looking at the war, Allen Frank’s Kazakh Muslims in the 
Red Army, 1939–1945, focuses on a specific genre, letter-poems composed 
by Kazakh soldiers to their families, to present Muslim writings from the 
front as a site of expressing religious devotion and renewing commitment 
to Kazakh social structure.10 Looming large over both of these books, and 
much of my own work, are the arguments advanced by Frank in another of 
his books, Gulag Miracles. Here, Frank looks at miracle narratives (mostly 
preserved online) related to Muslim saints imprisoned in the Kazakh Gu-
lag after World War II. By analyzing the articulation of Islamic compo-
sitional genres in Soviet settings, and charting the careers of saints who 
survived the prison camps (and their descendants) in Soviet professions, 
Frank demonstrates that “elements of Soviet secularism could become ob-
jects of Islamization.”11 The of ideas of Eden, Frank and Sartori permeate 
the discussion below, as they gesture to the many avenues Muslims could 
pursue for realizing, and explaining, their Muslimness in Soviet settings – 
physical, literary, and metaphorical. 

I hope to contribute to this scholarship by presenting Soviet atheism, 
as it emerged in Turkic languages after World War II, as a medium whose 
religious significance can be tapped using the framework outlined by Ginz-
burg in 1983. The possibilities for such an approach to a hitherto ignored, 
and massive, body of documentation can be distilled into three general 
points. The first has to do with timing. Although the 1920s and 1930s wit-
nessed the production of crude antireligious propaganda in Turkic languag-
es (much of it translated from Russian), the emergence of what became a 
corpus of atheistic literature can be traced to the growth of the social sci-
ences in the USSR’s universities after World War II. The leading figures 
in this process were historians, anthropologists and philologists, who often 
received graduate training in Moscow and Leningrad. When speaking of 
Turkic-language atheistic literature, then, we are pointing to a historically 
contingent phenomenon that was marked by a number of distinguishing 
characteristics.12 One of these characteristics relates to the second point I 
want to raise, namely that of authorship. The writers of atheistic texts in 
Turkic languages almost always hailed from Muslim families, often pious 
ones which they rebelled against. Thus, they occupy the ambiguous role of 
author-observer, an individual at home in two realms: the world of materi-
alistic vocabulary used to describe religion prescriptively, and the world of 
Muslim religiosity. They are practitioners of what I have elsewhere termed 
“Muslim atheism,” an ensemble of (contradictory) concepts emerging 

10 Frank 2021. 
11 Frank 2021.
12 Tajik atheistic literature also forms an important part of this writing, though I have not 

yet found much of it. For an analysis of a Tajik atheistic text, see Tasar 2021b.
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out of the interaction between Islamic cultures and Soviet literary media 
such as guides, dictionaries, and, with time, ethnographic studies.13 The 
third point is the size, diversity, and dynamism of what I am calling Tur-
kic language atheistic literature. Muslim atheism was even more dynamic 
than Russian-language Soviet atheism; as with much else, it become more 
diverse, and sophisticated, over time. This makes the decade or so after 
World War II all the more compelling a period. 

An overview of such a large, and hitherto entirely unexplored, body 
of source material lies far beyond what a piece such as this can hope to 
achieve. Instead, I propose to bring these three points to bear on one, con-
cise iteration of Muslim atheism, an antireligious article published in a 
Bashkir literary journal in 1955. My hypothesis is this: the point at which 
Ginzburg’s “conjectural” paradigm can be applied with any profit to an 
atheistic text, is the moment when we can speak of Muslim atheism as a 
historically meaningful phenomenon. To put it another way, Muslim athe-
ist sources that merit the term function as sites of meaning by providing 
texture, meaningful glimpses or windows into the world of Soviet Muslim 
religiosity that are unavailable in other sources. Below, I will argue that the 
1955 Bashkir piece not only meets this criterion, but furthermore does so 
in ways that would not be possible in subsequent decades. Muslim athe-
ism, as it first emerged in the 1950s, was a response to the unprecedented 
neglect of antireligious work exhibited by the Communist Party in Soviet 
Muslim regions during that decade, a situation that created fertile ground 
for Soviet Muslims, atheist and otherwise, to express their religiosity in 
Soviet settings.

But First, a Look Back

We can get a sense of how well Ginzburg’s ideas apply to the 1950s by 
observing how poorly they apply to Turkic atheistic materials from earlier 
decades. A glance at two examples illustrates the point. It bears emphasis 
that such an exercise is not simply about castigating the materials of the 
1920s and 1930s as primitive. The point is that prewar antireligious litera-
ture avoids avenues of inquiry pursued by atheistic writers after the war. Its 
purpose is to demonstrate the shallowness, and therefore the impossibility, 
of Muslim spirituality in the Soviet Union. It is the polar opposite of what 
we find in the 1950s.

A book published in 1929, during the antireligious violence of collec-
tivization, in Tatar offers a case in point. Its title is Today’s Tatar Clergy 
and their Deeds (ill. 1). The author, Näjip Sibgatulla-ulï Tuktamïshev or 

13 Tasar 2021a.
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Näjip Dumavi, was born in Kazan gubernia in 1883 and is today perhaps 
best known for his poetry. After studying briefly in Kazan’s Qasimiya ma-
drasa, he served in the Russo-Japanese War, and on the front during World 
War I. His work is in a polemical Jadid style, and represents part of a 
much larger ecosystem of anti-sufi propaganda that includes writing by 
figures such as Sadauqas Ghilmani, who came to occupy leading positions 
in the official Soviet Muslim establishment after World War II, as Allen 
Frank and Ashirbek Muminov have discussed.14 The book, which is around 
45 pages long, features all the subject matter one might expect in such a 
forum, yet one section stands out, from which I will quote in full: “Take 
a look, among the Tatars is there any area without ishans? No. Mishars, 
Bashkirs, Kazan Tatars of course all have ishans. There are so many ishans 
that they even compete with one another. The places where you can find 
them making a fuss are numerous. Tsarism’s black policies were a setback 

14 Ghylmani 2018.

Ill. 1: Front cover of 
Today’s Tatar Clergy 
and their Deeds (1929) 
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for the Tatar people, and the ishans were strengthened. [Those policies] 
featured no social change, no disinfection of substances, and as a result the 
microbes grew and increased and caused conflict.”15 The roots of this sort 
of epidemiological phrasing for describing clerics, which sounds as awk-
ward in Tatar as it does in English, extend to the late Tsarist and very early 
Soviet periods, and well beyond the confines of the Jadid contingent, a 
point reinforced in important recent contributions by Michael Kemper and 
Danielle Ross.16 Here, however, the medical vocabulary serves a specific 
purpose: to argue that religious authority, resting as it does on exploitation 
and psychological manipulation, has no cultural or social roots. We find 
here the notion that ishans can be surgically removed like a tumor. This 
is important because it provides a contrast to the more mature postwar 
literature, which, while sharing Dumavi’s view of the clergy as parasitical, 
allows for a more nuanced view of religious authority.

A perhaps more complex atheistic attempt to grapple with the social and 
cultural salience of Islam within the field of possibilities in 1929 comes in 
the form of an exceptional article that appeared in the pages of Science and 
Religion, the journal from 1925 to 1932 of the Tatar branch of the Militant 
Godless Society. The editorial board of this publication comprised a who’s-
who of Tatar and Bashkir atheists, including presumably the author of our 
1955 Bashkir article, Gh. Altai, discussed below. Entitled “Religion’s Role 
in the Arena of Class Struggle,” the anonymously penned piece attacks 
religion from multiple vantage points, notably those of culture, science, 
health, and anticlericalism. More significant is the piece’s methodology: 
The author demolishes various defenses of religion advanced by a hypo-
thetical believer. This opens up a (likely unanticipated) possibility with 
great significance for postwar writings: the possibility of believers speak-
ing for themselves in atheistic texts. The hypothetical or imaginary Mus-
lim, first introduced in late nineteenth-century satirical Jadid texts, would 
later become the sine qua non of Muslim atheism. An atheistic writer could 
deploy this character for all kinds of purposes. Most obviously, the figure 
could serve as a stand-in rube or charlatan, embodying the worst excesses, 
or the essential wrongness, of Islam. In more inspired hands, however, 
such as those that began writing about Islam after the war, he could do 
much more. Even when embedded within a medium ostensibly hostile to 
religion, the hypothetical Muslim could come across as a living, breathing 
human being with dreams and aspirations. 

This possibility remained unrealized in 1929. The Muslim is a crude 
fellow. Thus, he asserts: “It’s a natural thing for there to be inequality in 
people’s appearance, wealth, and knowledge. Just as there is no equality 

15 Dumavi 1929, 32–33.
16 Kemper 2021; Ross 2019.
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Ill. 2: A photograph of a mosque appropriated for use as a government school in a 1929 
 issue of Science and Religion. The minaret’s demolition is underway
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among trees in a forest, so too must it be the case with people.” Or, “this 
life is not worth living [yäshärgä nistuit].” The rhetorical exchange be-
tween the Muslim and the author becomes more complicated when the sub-
ject matter turns to culture. “Religion serves culture,” the Muslim asserts. 
“Much of the wealth of oral culture, written literature, art and architecture 
has been created in the name of religion.” The author responds to his Mus-
lim character formulaically: “A person armed with historical materialism 
will not ask why we are living in the first place. He knows perfectly well 
why people live and die.” He goes on to dismiss the value of the cultural 
achievements praised by his hypothetical interlocutor (who proclaims that 
religion is “the foundation of culture”), asserting that religion deserves no 
credit for the majesty of the “qa‘bas (holy sites) in Egypt that are famous 
the world over.” The author reproduces the Marxist view that culture is a 
universal phenomenon that can exist with or without religion.

In fact, our author reserves his real ire for another hypothetical char-
acter: the moderate atheist. He has this atheist advancing arguments that 
would likely have been unrecognizable to the followers of Bukharin and 
other NEP-era gradualists. “Religion will peter out on its own over time,” 
he writes, going on to note that “literature needs to be supported. The natu-
ral sciences need to be strengthened. The mulla has a right to live; the 
priest has a right to live.” These arguments, according to the author, form 
part of what he calls a “diplomatic” path to atheism that is doomed to fail. 
Its proponents are, in his view, chasing after a phantom. He concludes the 
article by stating that there can be no common ground between religion 
and socialism, and that the mechanized, collectivized peasantry must do its 
utmost to crush religion.17 

More could be said about Dumavi’s book and the article in Science and 
Religion, but my goal is to identify points of comparison and contrast to 
juxtapose against postwar atheism. These points can be summarized with 
reference to three patterns of themes. First, all the 1929 texts view religion 
strictly as a vestige of feudalism or capitalism, as an accretion sapping 
off of social life, rather than an integral part of it. Second, the hypotheti-
cal believers appearing in these texts do not talk like real people; they are 
marionettes. Third, little about the discussion pertains specifically to Islam. 
Even Dumavi’s text, ostensibly analyzing the specific phenomenon of su-
fism in central Russia, largely trades in clichés. As we will see, the climate 
of the 1950s created the need, and the opportunity, for a different breed of 
atheism. 

17 Sïnflar köreshe meidannda dinneng rule, 31–32. 
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Bashqortostan after the War

To highlight why the Bashkir ASSR is a useful place to look for the origins 
of Muslim atheism, another Muslim region, Kyrgyzstan, could offer an im-
perfect analogy. As I have argued in reference to the latter republic, there 
is some value in paying attention to the religious life of Soviet Muslim 
communities that were “off the beaten path” of the main Islamic centers of 
the former Soviet space.18 Official Islamic life in the Bashkir ASSR oper-
ated in the shadow of its wealthier neighbor, the Tatar ASSR. Although 
the one muftiate covering Russia was based in the republic’s capital, Ufa, 
its leadership had mostly passed through the madrasas of Kazan in the 
late Tsarist decades, and its ranks, though usually not its leadership, were 
ethnically heavily Tatar – much as Uzbeks dominated the religious estab-
lishment in Kyrgyzstan. As Jeff Eden has shown, the Bashkir ASSR also 
witnessed significant manifestations of Islamically-tinged Soviet patrio-
tism, eloquently manifested in a wartime fatwa by the Bashkir mufti, Gab-
drakhman Rasulev, calling on Muslims to defend the Soviet homeland for 
the sake of Islam and humanity.19 Though Bashqortostan was much closer 
to the frontlines of the Nazi invasion than Central Asia was, it featured 
comparable levels of conscription of eligible men and total mobilization of 
the remaining civilian population.20 In the decade following the war it was 
saturated with that heady mix of patriotism, religion, and reconstruction 
that characterized so much of the USSR, and especially its Muslim com-
munities. The congress of the reconstituted Russian muftiate took place in 
Ufa in October 1948, ratifying a charter that placed significant restrictions 
on the organization’s activity.21 Nevertheless, Rasulev secured permission 
to run an Islamic school from July 1 – October 1, 1946 for three students 
at the mosque on Tuqaev Street in Ufa, with the curriculum focusing on 
tajvid, hadith, namaz, and the Stalin Constitution.22 As with the Baroqxon 
madrasa in Uzbekistan, this school / seminar almost certainly had a sym-
bolic value,23 pointing to official toleration of unsanctioned private study 
circles and tutoring facilitated by the muftiate, as Rozaliya Garipova’s 
original study of a Muslim teacher whose activity spanned the 1991 divide 
suggests.24

Some statistics from the 1959 census provide insights into the repub-
lic’s social situation. The population decreased from over 3.15 million in 

18 Tasar 2011.
19 Eden 2016.
20 Gibadullin 1971, 159–184.
21 Bekkin 2017, 64.
22 Aminov 2018, 101.
23 Tasar 2016.
24 Garipova 2022.
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1939 to 2.98 million twenty years later, a reflection of the war’s devasta-
tion, and the departure of tens of thousands of evacuees who had weath-
ered the conflict in Bashqortostan.25 During this same period, the propor-
tion of the population living in cities skyrocketed from 17 % to 76 %. In 
1959, 737,711 Bashkirs lived in the republic, forming only 22 % of the 
population.26 They were outnumbered by Russians (42.4 %) and even Ta-
tars (23 %).27 Of 989,040 Bashkirs in the USSR as a whole, 19.6 % were 
city dwellers, while 80.3 % lived in the countryside; 73 % of the former 
and 59 % of the latter considered Bashkir to be their native language.28 All 
this suggests that, as in Kyrgyzstan, the Bashkir literary sphere spanned 
the rural-urban divide, but was dominated by urban intellectuals keen to 
develop literature in their native language. This process took place against 
the backdrop of the fourth Five Year Plan inaugurated in March 1946. 
Around this time, 123,000 demobilized soldiers (100,000 of them rural) 
returned to Bashqortostan,29 many of them presumably finding employ-
ment in the 57 new factories opened by 1950.30 Overwhelmingly, the fo-
cus was on development of the natural gas industry: five natural gas fields 
were opened from 1948–1950, and hydrofracking was used for the first 
time.31 Ufa, the capital, expanded: from 1948–1950, municipal authorities 
planted 43,000 trees as part of a postwar urban beautification scheme span-
ning much of the USSR’s temperate regions, built 27 new tram depots (the 
main source of urban transportation in many Soviet cities), and invested 
heavily into housing.32 However impressive the advances in infrastructure 
may have been, though, most Bashkirs did not benefit from them. In 1953, 
only 54,370 Bashkirs were employed in white-collar positions in indus-
try, construction, transportation, and agriculture (most likely MTS units), 
compared to 43,600 five years before.33 In short, much of the Bashkir pop-
ulation remained rural. Urban Bashkirs benefited from access to higher 
education and employment opportunities, but, undoubtedly, remained a 
tight-knit community within a heavily Russian world.

The religious renaissance of the 1950s, which, Jeff Eden has demon-
strated, was on full display among the Bashkirs and Ural Muslims more 
generally, complemented, in less dramatic fashion, economic and social 

25 Itogi vsesoiuznoi perespisi naseleniia 1959 goda, 22.
26 Itogi vsesoiuznoi perespisi naseleniia 1959 goda, 202.
27 Itogi vsesoiuznoi perespisi naseleniia 1959 goda, 203.
28 Itogi vsesoiuznoi perespisi naseleniia 1959 goda, 184, 190, 196.
29 Ivankov 1971, 269. 
30 Ivankov 1971, 257. 
31 Ivankov 1971, 259. 
32 Ivankov 1971, 302.
33 Ivankov 1971, 278. I am grateful to Donald J. Raleigh for helping me interpret the table 

this data was taken from.
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changes sweeping the region. Though Bashkir Islam’s reappearance in 
public life may not have taken on the impressive dimensions observed in 
Central Asia, it formed the stuff that atheists reacted to, while, of course, 
coloring the backdrop to their daily lives. However, the religious sphere 
is not the only, or necessarily even the most important, context for un-
derstanding Turkic-language atheistic activity in these decades. Across the 
USSR, there was a boom in Turkic literature after the war, especially in 
the 1950s. In the years immediately after the war, the Bashkir Publish-
ing House printed 100 books by 50 authors.34 Eight literary journals that 
had ceased functioning during the war resumed publication, including 
the monthly Literary Bashqortostan (Äthäbi Bashqortostan), home of 
the antireligious article analyzed below. An 80-page overview of Bashkir 
literature from 1945–1955 emphasizes the freedom that writers enjoyed 
for experimentation and debate – though the decade was not without its 
crackdowns35 – drawing particular attention to a growing preference for 
smaller literary forms, and to an explosion in popularity of a new genre, 
the book review, among the republic’s writers.36 By way of example, the 
overview draws attention to a discussion of Rafael Safin’s poem “The Will 
of Life” (Tormosh Kushïuï) that sprawled across the 1955 issues of Liter-
ary Bashqortostan; one such response to the poem follows Altai’s article 
in the June issue of that year.37 It was common, moreover, for authors to 
jump from one discipline to another, dabbling in literary history, folklore, 
and amateur ethnography while writing their own fiction and poetry.38 By 
the mid-1950s, a newfound climate of openness and exploration informed 
much of the highbrow intellectual activity in the republic. It is at the inter-
section of these two spheres in the mid-1950s – the literary and the reli-
gious – that Muslim atheism begins to crystallize, and that the possibility 
for conjecture outlined by Ginzburg becomes a reality. 

34 Nadergulov & Khisamitdinova 2014, 396.
35 After the war, the CPSU Central Committee lambasted four plays by Turkic authors, in-

cluding a rendition of the Bashkir epos Idukai and Muradim, “which have no historical 
or educational meaning, which rhapsodize about the lives of khans, tsars and barons.” 
Minute of the CC, CPSU(B) August 26, 1946 [https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10 
.1080/09668135208409854]. Thus, a 1969 history of Bashkir literature could speak of 
“the spread of mistaken views alien to socialist realism” in the late 1940s. Gainullin 
& Khusainov 1969, 7. 

36 Nadergulov & Khisamitdinova 2014, 471.
37 Nadergulov & Khisamitdinova 2014, 475.
38 This point is highlighted in the introduction to the most recent edition of the Literary 

Heritage of the Bashkir People, the magnum opus of the dean of Bashkir literary schol-
ars, Äkhnef Kharisov (1914–1977), which underscores his activity as a folklorist and 
poet. Näthergolov 2014, 7. 
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The Atheism in Muslim Atheism

Literary Bashqortostan, the official “literary-political journal” of the Union 
of Soviet Writers of Bashqortostan, appeared monthly, and nothing in the 
table of contents of the June 1955 issue seems out of place at first glance. 
The issue’s 70-odd pages include three short stories, some folk songs, a 
poem, a commentary on Bashkir children’s literature, and a few other odds 
and ends. Under the curious label of “journalism” (publitsistika), however, 
one finds an unusual piece, the likes of which do not appear anywhere 
else in the journal’s pages in that decade: a dense, ten-page article entitled 
“Islamic Customs: Poison to the People,” written by a certain Gh. Altai.39 
The categorization is striking in part because the “journalism” section only 
commences in the January 1954 issue, and stands out all the more given 
the kinds of materials that appear under this heading throughout the de-
cade. The first articles under the heading, for example, present pleasantries 
about the friendship of the peoples,40 while the August 1956 issue features 
an article on “The Sociological Views of the Democrats of the Russian 
Revolution” in its journalism section.41 Even at first glance, it is clear that 
something distinctive is going on. To add to the mystery, we know noth-
ing about the author. He did not contribute to the journal again, at least in 
the 1950s, nor does he appear to have published any books. Judging from 
his absence in literary overviews dealing with that decade, Altai was not 
a professional writer. He is presumably the same “Ghabib Altai” listed in 
the editorial board of the antireligious Tatar journal Science and Religion 
cited above. If so, we can presume he was an antireligious activist who 
made his career in the heady, violent days of collectivization. And if that 
is in fact the case, it is possible to historicize this mysterious author, even 
though we know nothing about him, for during the 1940s and 1950s many 
antireligious hardliners reinvented themselves as moderate atheists. One 
such figure was no less than the leading proponent of moderation toward 
religion under Late Stalinism, Georgii Karpov, who chaired the official 
Council for the Affairs of the Russian Orthodox Church despite having 
“flagrantly violated socialist legality, conducted mass arrests of completely 
innocent citizens, and deployed perverted methods of conducting investi-
gations” while working for the NKVD during the Great Terror.42 During 
the 1950s, those who had persecuted the faithful during the 1930s were 

39 One can only speculate whether, and with what connotations, Bashkir readers might 
have drawn a parallel to Marx’s formulation of “opium of (to) the people.” 

40 Zölqärnaev 1954. 
41 Ismäghilov 1954.
42 Tasar 2017, 79.
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lining up to embrace freedom of conscience. Though we cannot be sure, 
Altai may have numbered among their ranks. 

The article’s placement in the republic’s flagship literary journal (ill. 3), 
and its publication at a time when atheistic work suffered from general 
neglect, together make it an exceptional piece from an historical vantage 
point. More unusual still is the format. It is framed as a lengthy response 
to a question posed by a communist. Thus, the publishers introduce it with 
the following boxed text: “One of our journal’s readers, Comrade Ghäri-
pov Kh. Gh. (Täteshle district, Ithke Saldov auïl) asks: ‘Where and when 
did fasting and animal sacrifice come from?’ In response we have included 
the article ‘Islamic customs – Poison for the People’ from Comrade Gh. 
Altai.”43 The Q&A format may have been common in other types of pub-
lications of the era, but there is no trace of it elsewhere in this particular 
venue. (For a religiously informed audience, it seems more akin to the 
structure of a fatwa, particularly given Altai’s tendency to cite the Qur’an 
and hadiths, as discussed below.) This structure introduces precisely the 
source of ambiguity that makes the articulation of Muslim atheist ideas 
possible. As I have argued elsewhere, Muslim atheist texts treat religion’s 
decline, or death, as a reality, while simultaneously going to great lengths 

43 Altai 1955, 35.

Ill. 3: The opening page of “Islamic Customs – Poison for the People” (1955)
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to demonstrate its continued vitality.44 The same tension emerges in this 
piece, though in more nebulous form than the sophisticated atheist dic-
tionaries that I examined in another study. Is Ghäripov posing the question 
because atheism has succeeded all too well, and Islamic knowledge has 
been entirely destroyed? Or is this the type of informative piece aimed at a 
religious readership that one could encounter in a run-of-the-mill publica-
tion in any Muslim country? 

The article is divided into three sections dealing with prayer, fasting 
(containing lengthy digressions on charity and sacrifice), and the Prophet’s 
birthday (featuring a brief reference to Shiites in Azerbaijan and a lengthy 
condemnation of circumcision). Altai all but proclaims that religion is 
alive and well in 1950s Bashqortostan. His atheism, like his presentation 
of Islam, is more nuanced and sophisticated than what one encounters in 
Science and Religion. This is not to deny continuity. Religious figures are 
referenced in uncomplimentary fashion as “a bunch of charlatans” (qayhï 
ber sharlatandar).45 The first paragraph features a standard Marxist exposi-
tion about Islam’s undistinctiveness from other religions – that all religion 
is “a relic of the consciousness of former societies” that rests on “a lack 
of understanding of reality, on a fantastic and false representation of the 
characteristics of nature and society.”46 We are also reminded that “in the 
aftermath of the Great October Socialist Revolution, Islam, like other reli-
gions, remains in people’s consciousness only as a vestige of capitalism,” 
and that “among us, it only exists as a distasteful residue of the old way 
of life [ithke tormosh].” These sorts of references are sprinkled through-
out the text at respectable intervals, but from the outset there is some-
thing unexpected: the emphasis on Islam as an Arab religion. On the first 
page we learn that “the Muslim faith is the narrow realization of the Arab 
tribal way of life,” and “an ideological weapon applied by the Arab feu-
dalists to everybody as part of their state-building process.”47 Altai twice 
refers to the Arabs as “Islamic imperialists,” and later as “exploiters” and 
“colonizers.”48 This argument receives some more nuanced elaboration in 
the section on fasting, where he argues that the Arab feudalists decided to 
elevate the month of Ramadan over all others as a way of subjugating all 
the tribal cults, and asserting control over the capital derived from trade. At 
no point does the author mention the Bashkir conversion to Islam, or in fact 
mention the Bashkirs at all, yet the implications of the argument are not 
hard to fathom: Either Islam is illegitimate because it is an alien imposition 

44 Tasar 2021a, 333–339.
45 Altai 1955, 40. 
46 Altai 1955, 36. 
47 Altai 1955, 38.
48 Altai 1955, 39.
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upon the Bashkirs, or Islam becomes something truly special only after it 
has migrated from the crude world of the Arab feudalists and traders to the 
spiritual world of the Bashkirs. 

By comparing and contrasting the Bashkir ASSR with the Najd des-
ert of early Islam, Altai highlights the relationship between religion and 
the economy, a standard Marxist preoccupation. His economic critique 
of Islam has moved beyond the abstract class categories of the 1920s, to 
engagement with the agricultural reforms of the early Khrushchev era.49 
“Each year, the Party and government purchase ten million puds of wheat 
on credit. The means [of paying for it] are clear: strengthen the harvest, 
shorten the collection time, expand the seeding acreage, and augment the 
sowing of corn. All of this is founded on science.” Altai introduces a hypo-
thetical Muslim to react to these sound propositions. “Can it be done? Or 
not? There is no room for a ‘If God wills it’ attitude here.” The author is 
now interacting with his hypothetical Muslim, who offers a folk expression 
– one of many in this piece – in response: “You won’t get far by sowing 
rotten seeds!” Altai is having none of this. “Even if the external challenges 
to corn production have been resolved today [sic], people who don’t do 
their job [i. e., because they are fasting], especially in matters pertaining to 
society, can get in the way of the kolkhoz, the state, and ultimately harm 
themselves. Those who beseech God should not be allowed to get in the 
way.”50 Aware, no doubt, of the coercive implications of such reasoning, 
Altai makes sure to repeat the mantra of the decade’s moderate politics 
toward religion: “Our Communist Party,” he clarifies, “does not permit 
any denigration of the religious feeling of those who believe in religion.”51 

Much of Altai’s atheism is formulaic, for sure. He deploys standard 
templates, some of them taken straight from the pages of Science and Re-
ligion. Yet it is also clear that the war has facilitated a subtle evolution. 
Raw condemnations of the clergy featured in earlier decades give way to 
a softer tone. The hypothetical Muslim is no longer an object of scorn. His 
professions of absolute faith in God, which saturate Altai’s text, are clearly 
intended to come across as infantile and naïve, but the tone lacks any sense 
of alarm. And the use of Bashkir folk expressions only renders the Muslim 
more endearing. Altai’s use of the Arabs as a kind of foil is justified on 
Marxist lines, yet it has the tacit effect of highlighting the Bashkirs’ dis-
tinctiveness. In short, Altai’s atheism contains a degree of ambiguity that 
reflects the contradictions presented by the decade’s religious and political 

49 A slew of agricultural reforms unleashed in 1955 allowed Khrushchev to pursue what 
Aaron Hale-Dorrell has termed the era’s “corn crusade.” Hale-Dorrell 2019.

50 Altai 1955, 43. 
51 Altai 1955, 43. 
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climate. More to the point, his critique of Islam creates openings for de-
scribing Muslim life.

A Question of Texture

The American idiom “getting religion” emerged in the 1950s and 1960s in 
response to the widespread secularization of life in the postwar decades. 
It has many associations in colloquial speech, from an emotionally laden 
call to return to the right path, to a broader appeal to pay attention to some-
thing important that has suffered from neglect.52 It offers an apt metaphor 
for the many glimpses of religion that are “hiding in plain sight” in Altai’s 
text.53 The import of these glimpses is best captured through the concept 
of texture. By deploying Bashkir prayers and folk sayings, Altai provides 
a quasi-ethnographic window into Soviet Muslim religiosity of the 1950s 
that is not yet encumbered by the formal ethnographic apparatus of the 
subsequent decade. This free-form ethnographic character is significant for 
two reasons, one methodological, the other historical. First, it underscores 
just how important, and unique, Muslim atheist texts are for the study of 
religion. Second, Altai’s scope for experimentation hints at what others 
(myself included) have demonstrated about the 1950s. In terms of religion, 
this was an era of freewheeling moderation, a “Wild West” landscape of 
Islam and atheism when compared to the decades before and after.

It bears emphasizing just how Islamic the article actually is. Despite 
coming from an author ostensibly trying to disparage the Muslim faith, 
Altai’s descriptions are singularly detailed, informed, and sober. He quotes 
Verse 183 of the Qur’an’s second chapter, Al-Baqarah (hïyïr sürähe): 
“Fasting is prescribed for you as it was prescribed for those before you.” 
Fasting, Altai explains, “stems from belief in the holiness of the month of 
Ramadan, and the belief that the Qur’an came from the sky [kükten qor’än 
ineü] by means of the Archangel Gabriel. ‘This is why we fast during this 
month,’ they say.”54 In his description of fasting, Altai provides the Arabic 
term (Arabic sawm, Bashkir sauïm), generally used only in sermons rather 
than at the conversational level, and quotes from catechism: “The fast of 
Ramadan is a required fast.” (Ramazan urathahï – farïz uratha.) Altai also 
name-drops two other categories of fasting: supererogatory (näfel) and 

52 I only got serious about this expression myself because Devin DeWeese employed it 
half-jokingly when discussing the state of the field at the December 2021 workshop 
referenced in footnote 1. 

53 I borrow this turn of phrase from Deweese 2014.
54 Altai 1955, 38. 
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pledged (näther), without, however, explaining what they entail.55 Altai 
mentions the charity that Muslims pay during the holy month, fïtïr sada-
tha, and references the holiest night of the Muslim calendar, Laylat ul-Qa-
dr. Altai refers to the Kaaba in Mecca, or rather has hypothetical Muslims 
referring to it, varyingly as the Kaaba of God (käghbätulla), “the name 
of the House of God” (alla yorto tigen hüth), “it is the Holy Abode” (ul 
möqäddäs yort), and mentions the Black Stone (khäjäräsüät) that all hajjis 
seek to touch, again without explaining what it is. My point is not that Altai 
paints any of this positively – he does, after all, accuse England and Amer-
ica of turning hajjis into agents of imperialism – but rather to emphasize 
that he takes the trouble to describe it at all. Altai also indirectly references 
the officially sponsored hajj delegations to Mecca, the subject of much 
discussion in Soviet Muslim communities during the 1950s.56 “The num-
ber of hajjis is decreasing. In fact, the number of hajjis traveling to Arabia 
[arabistan] is getting smaller and smaller.”57 One can only speculate how 
a Soviet Muslim reader would have reacted to this statement, given that the 
hajj was proscribed from the 1920s until World War II.

Given Altai’s tendency to reference beliefs, practices and holidays 
without providing any explanation, context (beyond atheistic and Marxist 
formulae), or even the basic information someone with a poor command of 
Islamic ritual would require in order to understand him, we must conclude 
that he assumes the reader possesses substantial knowledge about Islam. 
The audience, it is worth emphasizing, was not exclusively literary, but 
certainly literate, spanning urban and rural settings. Individuals probably 
subscribed to the publication, but in the Soviet setting, a journal such as 
Literary Bashqortostan would most likely be perused in universities, pal-
aces or houses of culture, and the libraries of collective farms, by multiple 
readers. Not only the literary elite, but also students, retirees, and anyone 
with an interest in literature – including religious people – would have 
come across Altai’s article, and, given the work’s distinctiveness, they 
would have been likely to give it more than a passing glance. The potential 
readership’s scope makes the author’s generous use of folk and religious 
expressions all the more intriguing.58 

55 These latter two categories of fasting are undertaken at the individual level and are a 
strictly private, rather than family or community, affair. 

56 Tasar 2017, chapter 5. 
57 Altai 1955, 41.
58 This is particularly true in light of the Soviet practice of “signaling,” in which the 

authorities provided hints of impending political change by permitting new kinds of 
content to appear in print, especially high profile publications. Since competing fac-
tions often released contradictory signals in the venues they influenced, considerable 
confusion ensued among Party and public like. The confusion endures among scholars 
today. For example, the appearance of antireligious articles and decrees in 1954–1955, 
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What makes Altai’s text an early form of Muslim atheism, however, is 
not his extensive reference to Muslim rituals. It is, rather, his hypotheti-
cal Muslims, whose rationales and justifications for the practices Altai is 
criticizing, and whose aspirations and prayers, permeate the entire text. 
They are living, breathing people who demonstrate a real emotional con-
nection to their faith. God is referred to as hüthe, the Almighty, and while 
the term “atheism” appears five times in the article, readers encounter more 
than 70 mentions of God (Alla). Virtually all of Altai’s descriptions of the 
various religious practices under discussion are followed by a brief pas-
sage where a hypothetical Muslim explains the importance of the practice 
in question, and frequently making some related devotional statement or 
prayer. From the outset, his definition of belief offers a case in point: 

Belief in Allah and having faith [iman] is the principal requirement for being 
a Muslim, they say. There exists a force beyond nature. It is Allah. Everything 
comes from Allah, they say. The god of Islam is a creature without peer in the 
world, he is portrayed as intelligent and worthy of fear above all. The idea of Al-
lah requires that people engage in self-abnegation [mäskhäräläü], diminish them-
selves, and view themselves as slaves [qol], lowly creatures [mäkhluq], servants of 
God [Alla bendehe], without free will [ikhtïyarhïth] and without their own power. 
This is the starting point for all belief in things that do not exist, all the lies and 
worship.59

The paragraph’s structure encapsulates that of the piece as a whole. Altai’s 
emotionally charged reproduction of a vernacular statement of faith brims 
with Sufi vocabulary deeply embedded in the Bashkir practice of Islam. He 
immediately offers a corrective statement. Yet it is clear where the center 
of gravity rests: As elsewhere in the article, the author lavishly quotes hy-
pothetical Muslims in statements replete with religious terminology, while 
offering atheistic retorts that are curt, and that somehow come across as 
half-hearted.

In a similar vein, Altai goes on to succinctly encapsulate the reasons 
why Muslims perform ritual prayers, which he defines as “beseeching Al-
lah” (allagha yaluarïu). “People who pray namaz make various supplica-
tions, asking for God’s favor, prosperity (bäkhet), wealth (bailïk), peace 
(selemetlek), success and peace for their children.” A committed Mus-
lim could not have done better. Yet Altai does not content himself with 
neutrally listing the many reasons people pray; when it comes to specific 
topics, he quotes Bashkir prayers. His discussion of Lailat al-Qadr, the 

the very heyday of what I have called the moderate line toward religion, has led some 
scholars to view these years as an opening chapter of Khrushchev’s antireligious cam-
paign. This reasoning is flawed. Much like official registration statistics, the appearance 
of hard- or moderate-line content in this or that publication is tangential to the thing that 
really mattered: actual religious policy on the ground. 

59 Altai 1955, 36.
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holiest night of Ramazan, furnishes a notable example. “On that night,” 
he explains, “people step out on the roof of the mosque, look at the sky, 
and address the following poetic ode (mönäjet) to the moon: ‘We have 
patiently awaited you, you will depart with haste, you will turn us into 
orphans [hine haghïnïp köttök, hin tith kitehen, beththe yetem iteheng].’” 
Anyone who has observed this event in a communal setting can appreci-
ate the emotional resonance that Altai achieves in this passage, bringing 
to life, as he does, the hopes and aspirations many Muslim invest into the 
prayers, often thought out far in advance, that they offer on the most im-
portant night of the holiest month in the Islamic calendar. In what should, 
by now, be a familiar pattern, he goes on to explain that “there is a belief 
that during the Night of Qadr, ‘when the gate of heaven opens, whatever 
you wish for will be granted.’ [Kük qapkahï asïlghanda, nime teleheng de, 
qabul bula.] A lot of charlatans and witches who failed to see the moon 
themselves lie to people by saying: ‘I saw the gate of heaven open.’ And 
well-intentioned people believe that.” Again, Altai reproduces an emotion-
ally charged prayer (whose raw appeal is difficult to translate) followed by 
a summary dismissal. The effect, however, remains religious, as the author 
brings in elements of texture that are familiar to his audience.

We get a similar inventory of hypothetical quotations in the discussion 
of animal sacrifice. While dismissing sacrifice on ʿEid ul-Adha as a “ves-
tige of old custom” and “a form of bribing Allah,” Altai again has Muslims 
explaining themselves. “Everyone must sacrifice an animal at least once 
in their life.” “Animal sacrifice,” he goes on, “is based on the belief that 
‘people do not die, they are eternal, the Day of Judgment is at hand.’” 
Moving beyond abstract prescriptions, the author turns to blessings and 
practices. “May the sacrificed animal be blessed and fatty (köslö häm hi-
meth bulthïn).”60 Beyond the presence of this element of texture in the text, 
equally striking is Altai’s determination to tone down the prescriptiveness. 
There are references to lying and manipulation, but little or no sense that 
fighting against these practices is a life-and-death struggle. “The fairytales 
about sinners and their sacrificed animals plummeting into Hell strike most 
of our Soviet people as funny,” he writes. “But in spite of everything there 
are still people who believe in these fairytales.”61 Maybe so. But what to 
make, then, of the following dramatic evocation, advanced in the same 
breath: “They say that animal sacrifice is necessary to help [believers] on 
the Day of Judgment, to cross a bridge finer than hair, a path [sirat] sharper 
than a sword, leading to Heaven. This is why they say that hoofed animals 
must be sacrificed. Because of their fear of descending into Hell, they say 

60 Altai 1955, 40.
61 Altai 1955, 41. 
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that if [the sacrificed animal] is a horse, its feet must be washed.”62 Taking 
the discussion of sacrifice as a whole, it seems that the center of emotional 
gravity does not rest in Altai’s condemnation of religion. It rests instead in 
a charged description of Muslim belief that combines evocative allusions 
to hellfire with references to concrete folk practices familiar to Bashkirs. 

The discussion merits a return to the question of audience. It is not 
clear whether Altai assumes his readership is antireligious; however, he 
presumes a knowledge of Islam that only someone raised in a Muslim fam-
ily would likely possess. No less important is the fact that subscribers to 
a journal such as Literary Bashqortostan, and people reading it in librar-
ies, would have extended far beyond the circle of writers and intellectuals 
in the republic, certainly to the republic’s official religious establishment, 
and to a lot of educated believers. His lengthy closing section, in which he 
extols the virtues of the then dominant gradualist and moderate approach 
to antireligious work, suggests that he was targeting atheist intellectuals, 
Party members and probably educated religious people. But the more in-
teresting question is why he bothered to quote all these Bashkir prayers, 
supplications, and folk sayings in an intellectual-artistic publication. 

Altai provides a hint in his closing paragraph. “Some people, when it 
comes to the elderly and even their own ancestors, think: ‘Their time has 
passed now.’ They do not try to find a common language with them, to try 
to make them aware and knowledgeable even in old age. This is wrong.”63 
Eschewing a literal reading of the passage (the idea that religion was the 
exclusive province of the elderly featuring in most Soviet atheistic texts) 
could allow us to suggest that it is in the exercise of finding a “common 
language” with believers that Altai achieves the unusual depth of texture 
provided in “Poison for the People.” He achieves a sensitivity that is partly 
ethnographic, but mostly documentary: His text reproduces standard post-
war formulae for criticizing religion as well as comments on the achieve-
ments of the Soviet Union, but it is nevertheless regularly interspersed 
with, and sometimes dominated by, emotive statements that he ascribes 
to hypothetical Muslims, that are faithfully recorded with little or no pe-
jorative commentary. In the process of nominally, and I am sure sincerely, 
trying to convince his readers of atheism’s rightness and religion’s wrong-
ness, he contributes to a repository of knowledge about Soviet Muslim 
spirituality in a way unmatched by other documentation known to us. This 
contribution, I suggest, rests at the heart of Altai’s role as a practitioner of 
Muslim atheism. 

62 Altai 1955, 41. The Arabic word sirat, taken from the Qur’an’s opening chapter (refer-
encing “the straight path”), is not commonly employed in Turkic vernaculars. 

63 Altai 1955, 44.
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Conclusion

Altai’s piece marks a substantial departure from the blanket condemna-
tions featured in the pages of Science and Religion. It also stands apart 
from the literature that emerged starting with Khrushchev’s antireligious 
campaign of 1958–1964. That campaign institutionalized the relationship 
between atheism and the social sciences, setting the stage for the explosion 
in ethnographic studies that comprised most Soviet analyses of Muslims 
in the years thereafter. Our author eschews the predictable or formulaic in 
his discussion. When considering Altai’s deployment of folk and religious 
expressions, I could not help but recall a recent assessment by one com-
poser of another’s legacy. “What Debussy did,” writes John Adams, was 
to allow his harmonies “to float, not entirely free from each other, but in a 
more polyvalent, even ambiguous relation.”64 Altai is no Debussy, but his 
atheism and his religion similarly engage with one another in a way that 
seems “polyvalent,” and ambivalent. He liberates the Islamic material in 
his hands from any formulaic straightjacket, allowing expressions of Is-
lamic piety to “float” through the text with little impediment. Altai exhibits 
a freedom unparalleled for an atheistic writer in earlier decades, and this 
is in keeping with developments of the times, both with respect to the ex-
perimentation of the Bashkir literary sphere of the 1950s, and the Party’s 
general posture toward Islam, as I have elsewhere shown. 

What does “Poison for the People” tell us about Soviet Muslims that we 
don’t already know from other materials that historians have examined? 
The answer has less to do with concrete data (of which there is not much 
in the article) than with the distinctiveness of the text itself. Altai’s piece 
is equally atheistic and Islamic; it brings these two conflicting elements 
together. Whether the result is harmonious or disjointed may be a matter 
of taste; Altai’s accomplishment is to produce something cohesive. This is 
a singular achievement in its own right, and a historically significant one, 
too. Later Turkic-language atheistic writers would excel at deploying pre-
scriptive formulas in ways that offered volumes of information about the 
religious life around them. In “Poison for the People,” we see the kernel 
of an evolution whereby atheism comes into being through the medium of 
an Islamic environment.65 This does not mean that Soviet Muslim history 
can only be understood through an examination of Islam. Rather, it sug-
gests that two components of Soviet life with great importance for many 
Muslims, namely atheism and religion, began to overlap during the post-
war decade, with lasting consequences. A dynamic, malleable atheism of 

64 Adams 2018.
65 The complementary and necessary thesis, that Soviet Islam developed through the me-

dium of an atheist environment, is one I look forward to exploring further. 
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the variety pioneered by our author appears more and more as an integral 
backdrop to the history of Soviet Islam, and vice versa. What Ginzburg 
calls clues, and what I have here termed texture, can help us fill in the gaps, 
painting a panorama that will overturn many of our assumptions about a 
topic that remains an overwhelming mystery to the few scholars studying 
it. “Any claim to systematic knowledge appears as a flight of foolish fancy 
[…] but there are certain points – clues, symptoms – which allow us to 
decipher it.”66
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