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Abstract. This article analyses how to interpret Soviet socialism as a quasi-religious tradi-
tion. Its main aim is to compare two analytical frameworks: Soviet ideology as a political 
religion (the classic view of it as a tool of totalitarian control) and as a unifying theory 
(a system that ensures social cohesion, based on the ideas of the evolutionary biologist 
David Sloan Wilson). The author seeks to answer the question of the status of Soviet ide-
ology in the context of sociological and religious studies research – going beyond a purely 
historical or Sovietological perspective – and aims to open new research directions that 
follow from applying the unifying-theory approach. In the paper, arguments for attributing 
religious features to Soviet ideology are examined with reference to the history of ideas and 
classical theories of religion (including those of Émile Durkheim and Max Weber). The article 
highlights similarities between the system and millenarianism, eschatology, and apocalyptic 
thought, while also acknowledging empirical difficulties in studying religiosity in the USSR. 
Both interpretive frameworks are illustrated using examples of social organizations, in-
cluding the Komsomol and the Proletkult. The findings indicate that the political-religious 
concept emphasizes the sacralization of power and its role as an oppressive instrument 
of control, striving to completely replace traditional denominations with a new system. By 
contrast, the unifying theory highlights the adaptive role of quasi-religious mechanisms, 
which strive to build stable social structures by drawing on the evolutionary foundation 
of religiosity, rather than creating a new faith. As a result, the first framework treats ideology 
as a mechanism of enslavement, whereas the second views it as a tool for strengthening 
cohesion, serving the group’s survival and stability. The author argues that the Soviet 
project should be regarded as a hybrid entity, operating simultaneously in the registers 
of coercion and cohesion, in which the two models complement each other – explaining 
both the regime’s institutional architecture and its capacity to stabilize the social order 
in a post-religious reality.
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Every thing to be true must become a religion 
Oscar Wilde1

1. DISCUSSING THE SOVIET RELIGION

At the turn of the 20th century, ideology – understood here as a com-
prehensive, future-oriented doctrine claiming authority over all major 
domains of social life – became a central principle of political rule 
in Europe. According to Karl Mannheim, ideology in the context 
of the state is the process by which ruling elements become so “in-
tensively interest-bound to a situation that they are simply no longer 
able to see certain facts which would undermine their sense of domi-
nation”. This results in a collective unconscious that obscures the real 
condition of society to both the rulers and the ruled, thereby func-
tioning to stabilize the existing order (Mannheim, 40).

In 1917, a Bolshevik party seized state power in Russia and treated 
Marxism (understood here both as a political theory and an ideolo
gical tradition) as a source of legitimacy and a blueprint for institu-
tional transformation. Abdurakhman Avtorkhanov referred to this 
new entity as an “ideocratic empire” (Авторханов, 1988, 9-10). By 
this, the Chechen writer understood an entire state system founded 
exclusively on ideological principles – one that strives not only for 
the triumph of its own ideology but also seeks to transform foreign 
societies according to norms dictated by that ideology. A similar view 
was expressed by Andrzej Nowak, who argued that, after seizing 
power the Bolsheviks were not guided directly by a policy of impe-
rialism, but rather by ideological imperatives – particularly evident 
in their commitment to internationalism (Nowak, 2015, 95; Nowak, 
2023, 29).

	 1	 Wilde, O. (1997). De profundis. In Collected works of Oscar Wilde. Wordsworth Editions, 
1073.
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The uniqueness of the 20th-century state lies in its attempt to re-
claim what Mannheim called a “monopolistic control over the soci-
ety’s world-view” (Mannheim, 1936, 10), a role historically held by 
different classes or castes. The case of the 1917 revolution shows that 
for the first time the intervention in the social process was guided 
by a totalizing doctrine, outside of control and self-criticism. In this 
sense, a state ideology is an institutionalized structure, which serves 
as an administrative control mechanism (Mannheim, 1936, 56, 114).

Research on the “religious” aspect of Soviet ideology has been 
traditionally dominated by the political religion paradigm, which 
assumes that the regime functioned as a secularized form of faith 
through the sacralization of power. This methodology, attributed 
first to Eric Voegelin and Raymond Aron, and later formalized 
by Emilio Gentile, interprets Soviet socialism primarily as a top-
down instrument of totalitarian control and spiritual displacement. 
Although the functional-evolutionary dimension remains largely 
peripheral in Sovietology, one cannot ignore, for example, Stephen 
Kotkin’s concept of “Speaking Bolshevik” or Jochen Hellbeck’s work 
on Soviet subjectivity. The current debate remains largely polarized 
around the validity of the political religion theory, leaving other 
theories, including the “unifying theory” (which views ideology as 
an adaptive mechanism for group cohesion), underexplored.

The idea of a “unifying theory” in relation to religious or ideolog-
ical movements has been signalled by David Sloan Wilson, an evo-
lutionary biologist (Wilson, 2003). Rather than from a theological, 
sociological, or historical perspective Wilson offers an argument 
that opens a new path for interpreting not only socialism as a form 
of religion but also for reconsidering the broader theoretical frame-
work of religion itself. 

Instead of revisiting the century-old debate over the religious or 
political nature of Soviet socialism, this paper examines the de facto 
function of state ideology through the lens of sociology and religious 
theory. By shifting the focus away from ideology’s self-proclaimed 
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objectives to its practical operation, I navigate between two distinct 
interpretative frameworks to examine Soviet socialism as an adap-
tive system of social cohesion. While the political religion approach 
addresses the well-established totalitarian and oppressive aspects 
of the regime, David Sloan Wilson’s unifying theory offers a path 
to reconsider Soviet socialism as a functional equivalent of religion 
that strengthened group stability.

The use of the term “Soviet socialism” in this paper is deliberate, 
aiming to distinguish the specific, institutionalized practice of the So-
viet regime from the broader, theoretical abstractions of Marxism 
or the eschatological ideal of communism. While Marxism serves 
as a philosophical foundation and communism symbolizes the en-
visioned final stage of history, Soviet socialism, in my opinion, cap-
tures the operational reality of state ideology as it was implemented, 
experienced, and enforced. This term aims to enable an examination 
of the system as a functioning socio-political entity that actively 
reshaped the institutional and social landscape of the USSR. In 
the following sections, I will analyse how the aforementioned op-
pressive and adaptive models manifested in the operations of social 
organizations such as the Komsomol and Proletkult.

This analysis seeks to uncover how the Soviet project attempted 
to bridge the gap between what Mannheim calls “collective uncon-
scious” and Wilson’s concept of “adaptive group cohesion”. In doing 
so, we can determine whether the Soviet state’s ideological monopoly 
functioned primarily as a top-down instrument of spiritual displace-
ment or as the vital, although often directly or indirectly coercive, 
connective tissue required to sustain a new social body in a state 
of perpetual transformation.
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2. �TREATING MARXISM AS RELIGION IN THE CONTEXT  
OF THE SOVIET SYSTEM

Scientists who reject the idea that Soviet socialism incorporates re-
ligious elements, or that it is strictly connected to the schematics 
of religious thinking, have raised various concerns about classifying 
materialist or strictly atheist movements as variations of an organized 
religion. The concept of socialism, among other ideologies such as 
nationalism, as a political religion was popularized mainly by Eric 
Voegelin, later by members of the “totalitarian” school of Sovietology 
(Richard Pipes, Martin Malia, Robert Conquest, among others) and 
scholars such as Emilio Gentile, Raymond Aron, Murray Rothbard, 
and most recently by Yuri Slezkine and Oleg Kharkhordin. Critics 
of the concept of political religion are currently concentrating on 
recognizing the uniqueness of religious thinking and institutions, 
arguing that it is not possible for a secular ideology to be recognized 
as something similar.

The most important contemporary critics of the concept of a Soviet 
political religion include Ninian Smart, Tamás Nyirkos, and Erik van 
Ree. Ninian Smart described “Marxist and Soviet Atheism” purely as 
a “worldview”, without comparing, or even delving deeper into, those 
ideas (Smart, 1997, 510-513), stating however that it is not appropriate 
to try to call them religions or even quasi-religions (Smart 1997, 25). 
Tamás Nyirkos adopts a cautious, largely sceptical stance toward equat-
ing socialism with religion, emphasizing the conceptual ambiguities 
and historical misreading inherent in the “political religion” or “secular 
religion” framework (Nyirkos, 2021-2022, 1-22; Nyirkos, 2021, 68-85; 
Nyirkos, 2024). Van Ree, in his 2016 article Stalinist Ritual and Belief 
System: Reflections on ‘Political Religion’, was heavily critical of the whole 
concept of a “political religion theory”, claiming:

[…] the theory fails properly to distinguish between the sacred on 
one hand and the transcendental and divine on the other. Heroic 
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belief systems such as Stalinism do not deify their leaders, which 
is why they should not be classified as political religions. Also, 
the belief systems and rituals spawned by heroic, innerworldly 
sacralisation differ fundamentally from those emerging in a re-
ligious context. (van Ree, 2016, 143)

There is, of course, another group of scholars rejecting the afore-
mentioned thesis, comprising mainly those who themselves identify 
with socialist or Marxist ideas and methodologies (such as Louis 
Althusser and Étienne Balibar), and who are inherently opposed 
to the notion that an anti-religious ideology could itself become a re-
ligion. This position is particularly unsuited for academic discussion, 
as it stems from deep personal engagement and, moreover, can be 
readily falsified by comparison. Marxism was not only anti-reli-
gious but also an anti-nationalist movement; yet this did not prevent 
Marxist successor states from becoming nationalist states, nor did it 
stop Marxist movements in Central-Eastern Europe from evolving 
to incorporate elements of chauvinistic, nationalist ideology, such as 
national communism. If this is true, then why would the fact that 
Marxism was anti-religious prevent future states in the Soviet sphere 
of influence and the Soviet Union itself from becoming entangled in 
religious thinking and mechanisms?

The ultimate goal of the socialist revolution was itself religious– 
the goal of creating a new ideal world, a society without classes, 
which is rightfully compared to utopian thinking. This cultural trope 
is also akin to the apocalyptic tradition of Judaeo-Christian herit-
age. Moreover, the famous Marxist view of religion as the “opium 
of the people” stems precisely from this goal. It is not so much about 
criticism of the intentions inherent in faith, but rather the fact that 
religion postpones the creation of the ideal society to a time beyond 
human life, offering hope that a higher being would bring about 
the necessary changes and thus relieving humanity of that task.
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The issue of “ideology as religion” is much broader than just a re-
flection on whether the Soviet Union was becoming a religious state. 
It’s part of a wider discussion about totalitarian regimes adapting 
religious hierarchy and functions. In his classic book Religion, Society 
and the Individual, John Milton Yinger argued:

There seems little doubt that, from the point of view of a func-
tional theory of religion, modern totalitarian systems serve as 
religions for many people. They attempt to make the grave prob-
lems of life more bearable by reference to a happier future, thus 
sharing the cosmic optimism of religion. The dictator becomes 
a living embodiment of a “supernatural” power, scarcely limited 
by the forces that have prevented other men from solving over-
whelming problems. (Yinger, 1962, 122)

On the other hand, Thomas Luckmann wrote in The Invisible 
Religion that:

The fate of totalitarianism in modern industrial societies shows 
that attempts to transform “institutional” ideologies into encom-
passing world views were not notably successful. Even Com-
munism – which articulated something like an “official” model 
and which succeeded in enforcing routine socialization of “every-
body” into that model in the Soviet Union – seems to have failed 
in producing a “new man”. (Luckmann, 1967, 101-102)

We can see that Yinger views totalitarianism as functioning like 
a religion, offering purpose, symbolic authority, and ritual to unite 
and motivate people. Luckmann, however, argues that such re-
gimes fail to instil deeply internalized beliefs, even under systematic 
indoctrination.

In my opinion, when analyzing this issue comparatively from 
the  perspective of  the  history of  ideas the  religiosity of  Soviet 
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socialism is one of the key features of the ideology, whose ultimate 
aspiration was to create a “new man” and a “new society”. To reach this 
goal Soviet socialism reproduced numerous patterns from Christian 
traditions: excommunication, original sin, and religious mentality. 
François Furet pointed to significant parallels between party author-
ities and the clerical hierarchy, prophets, and priests. By the time 
Joseph Stalin became the party’s chief ideologue, most ideological 
debate had been reduced to the role of admonitions in a style that 
Furet described as catechism – a question-and-answer format in 
which the content was irrelevant and only the canonical responses 
mattered (Furet, 1999, 132-133). 

“Marxism is a religious creed”, wrote Murray Rothbard (Rothbard, 
1990, 125-126). Under a materialist approach, the intention of build-
ing the Kingdom of God on Earth remains essential. The works 
of the prophets – Marx, Engels, and Lenin – are treated as vision; 
eschatology, that is, the striving for utopia, is embodied in politi-
cal activity and class struggle under the leadership of the Commu-
nist Party; and the apocalyptic dimension, namely the description 
of the transition to utopia, is the dream of achieving communism – 
a revolution that would radically transform the entire social order, as 
Karl Popper wrote (Popper, 2013) – postponed to the future, towards 
which humanity is to strive according to the principles of scien-
tific socialism. “Social economics”, wrote Jacob Taubes, is for Marx 
“an economics of salvation” (Taubes, 2009, 188). 

Rothbard characterized Marx as a “communist eschatologist”, 
envisioning communism as humanity’s ultimate destiny – a secu-
lar counterpart to the Kingdom of Heaven. In this interpretation, 
the struggles and suffering of history would culminate in a classless 
utopia guided by a vanguard of “secular saints”, whose mission was 
to bring about a final, transformative end to human conflict (Roth-
bard, 1990, 123).

Building on this religiously inflected metaphor, Andrzej Walicki 
described the collapse of international capitalism and the triumph 



Soviet Socialism as Political Religion or Unifying Theory?… 49

of the working class as the central drama of the Marxist apocalypse, 
ushering in a communist millennium. Yet Walicki emphasized that 
this vision was not one of strict historical determinism; the path was 
not mechanically predetermined (Walicki, 1995). Instead, the emer-
gence of a communist “kingdom of freedom” in a post-Christum, 
post-religious world required a miraculous leap – one for which only 
Marxists, as self-appointed “redeemers of society” with a messianic 
role in human history, could prepare humanity (Taubes, 1967, 456).

These interpretations, however, remain theoretical ref lections 
grounded in ideological texts and fragments of Soviet political history. 
What they lack is a direct sociological examination of the people 
who lived under the Soviet system. One of the few attempts in this 
direction was conducted in 1989 by Sam McFarland, an Ameri-
can psychologist who explored correlations between religious belief 
and communist ideology. Using psychological methods and inter-
views with Russian citizens, McFarland found notable similarities 
in the worldviews of religious individuals and committed commu-
nists. Yet he cautioned that his work was only a preliminary step – its 
momentum cut short by the rapid collapse of the Soviet Union. It’s 
also important to remember that the worldview of Soviet citizens 
in 1989 was likely very different from that of the early 20th century 
(McFarland, 1998).

Since empirical research has not yielded conclusive evidence 
of religiosity within Soviet society, the question remains open. In 
the absence of comprehensive psychological or sociological data, 
the investigation must turn instead to the tools of the theory of re-
ligion and the history of ideas, which allow us to interpret Soviet 
ideology and practice as a form of secular/civil/political religion, or 
falsify this interpretation.
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3. STUDYING SOVIET SOCIALISM THROUGH THE THEORY OF RELIGION

The first point to stress when engaging with the theory of religion is 
that it is challenging to operate strictly within the established frame-
work of this academic discipline, while stretching it to address issues 
for which it was not originally intended. The theory of religion can 
be adapted to examine spheres of religious influence, but it becomes 
a far more limited tool when applied to the analysis of quasi-religious 
or para-religious movements. 

A further issue that must be acknowledged is the Eurocentric bias 
inherent in religious studies, a bias rooted in the Christian heritage 
of the very concept of “religion”. Under the influence of colonial 
thought, the Christian conception of religion was applied as a lens 
through which to interpret both religious and non-religious move-
ments in the Global South, often reshaping their true nature into 
a distorted form sanctioned by established transatlantic scholars. 

Another perspective worth considering is the case of the “Old” and 
“New” Paradigms, as described by Richard Stephan Warner (Warner, 
1993). In the sociology of religion, the two paradigms illustrate dif-
ferent ways of approaching religion studies – the “Old Paradigm” 
assumes decline under modernity; the “New Paradigm” emphasizes 
persistence, adaptability and pluralism of belief. The shift to the “New 
Paradigm” opens even more possibilities to apply the study of religion 
to movements that are not strictly religious. For example, in the Soviet 
Union under Stalin, socialist ideology and the cult of personality took 
on quasi-religious dimensions, suggesting that the “New Paradigm” 
may offer a more flexible analytical framework than the traditional 
theory of religion, which was originally tailored to the Abrahamic 
faiths (Goldstein, 2012, 350; Richard, 2015; Luckmann, 1967, 31-38).

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that an established 
framework from one methodology or field of academic discourse 
can, with due caution, be applied in another. My argument here is 
that the theoretical framework of the study of religion can indeed 
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be employed to analyze Soviet socialism, provided that we remain 
mindful that our object of study involves processes that, in our in-
terpretation, resemble those found in religious movements proper.

To introduce and explain all the various schools within the theory 
of religion would require far more space than is available here, and 
is, in my view, unnecessary for the present purpose.2 I have therefore 
chosen to focus on two aspects most relevant to the theme of this 
paper: first, the specific characteristics of the theory of religion that 
support the argument for the existence of a “political religion”, and 
second, the “theory of social unity”. 

At the beginning of  the 20th century the  two main schools 
of the theory of religion emerged – one originating from Émile 
Durkheim and one rooted in Max Weber’s works.3 Both of them, 
albeit Weber to a  lesser extent, endorse a formal (or functional) 
concept of religion (Riesebrodt, 2010, 72). The functional approach 
was the dominant research paradigm in religious studies in the 20th 
century, surpassing the rivalling content-based concept of religion 
by far.

Émile Durkheim argued that religion constitutes a unified system 
of beliefs and practices concerning sacred things, which serves to bind 
individuals together into a cohesive moral community. Durkheim 
viewed religion as a fundamentally social phenomenon that organ-
izes collective life by defining group boundaries and prescribing 
the behaviors of its members. For him, religion and society were 
inseparable and mutually constitutive, with almost all mental cate-
gories and institutions emerging from religious foundations. Central 
to his theory was the distinction between the sacred and the profane, 

	 2	F or an overview of the most important traditions in the theory of religion, see Riesebrodt 
(2010). For an overview of Soviet studies of religion, see Shakhanobich (1993), and 
Pushchaev (2017). For an overview of contemporary Global South studies, see: The role 
of religions in multiple modern societies: The Global South (2024).

	 3	F or a comparison of the definitions of religion formulated by these authors, see Launay 
(2022). 
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which he saw as the basis for social order: the sacred marked what 
was commanded, forbidden, and sanctioned, enabling cooperation 
and coordination. In his studies Durkheim sought to demonstrate 
that religion served the essential demand for social integration in 
the modern nation-state, functioning as the repository of shared 
cognitive, moral, and aesthetic principles without which communal 
life could not be sustained (Wilson, 2003, 54; Riesebrodt, 2010, 62, 
74; Znamenski 2021, XV-XVI; Goldstein 2012, 348).

Although Durkheim argues that religion, while being a “unified 
system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, 
things set apart and forbidden – beliefs and practices which unite 
into one single moral community called a Church” (Durkheim 1964, 
74), it is interesting that he does not need, in its essence, the elements 
of supernatural phenomena or the presence of a deity (Durkheim, 
1964, 24-35). Yinger, another proponent of a functional theory of re-
ligion, developed an even more radical view of the role of religion in 
society, saying that a religion can be defined “as a system of beliefs 
and practices by means of which a group of people struggles with 
these ultimate problems of human life”. Thus, he continues, “reli-
gions are built to carry the «peak load» of human emotional need” 
(Yinger, 1962, 9-10).

Another representative of a functional school (though also strongly 
influenced by phenomenology) was Thomas Luckmann, who coined 
the term “sociological theory of religion” and provided the theoretical 
framework for this subfield of sociology (Goldstein, 2012, 347). He 
argued in The Invisible Religion that the worldview, as an objective 
and historical social reality, fulfils an essentially religious function 
and represents a universal social form of religion. He saw religion’s 
original role as integrating the social order and legitimizing the status 
quo, though in certain historical contexts, institutionalized religion 
could become a dynamic force that challenges secular institutions 
or other religious groups. Religion, for him, becomes a social fact 
either through ritual or doctrine, and while it is often assumed that 
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individual religious needs align with these institutional forms, their 
variations may be shaped as much by socio-historical conditions as 
by personal needs (Luckmann, 1967, 22, 53, 67).

In contrast to Durkheim’s focus on religion as a mechanism of so-
cial cohesion, Max Weber approached the study of religion from 
an action-oriented, interpretative perspective, concerned primarily 
with how religious ideas shape the ethos, conduct, and cultural orien-
tations of social actors. Rather than seeking an overarching definition 
of religion, Weber concentrated on examining the ways in which re-
ligious worldviews influence economic behavior, social stratification, 
and forms of domination. Weber investigated why the West achieved 
the highest degree of rationalization across multiple spheres of life, 
including economics. In the context of Soviet socialism, Weber’s 
framework supports an explanation of how Marxist-Leninist ideol-
ogy functioned in terms comparable to religious ethics by cultivating 
a distinct habitus, shaping patterns of authority, and embedding 
itself into the moral and cultural logic of Soviet society (Riesebrodt, 
2010, 65).

It is possible to apply Weber’s account of the structures and pur-
poses of religious life to the study of secular ideologies like Soviet 
socialism. Marxist historicism and dialectical materialism, which 
view history as an autonomous, law-governed process determining 
humanity’s fate, closely resemble Weber’s description of “spirits” as 
elusive, invisible forces that are neither personal nor divine but are 
nevertheless seen as guiding events (Weber 1965, 3-4). Revolutionary 
leaders, such as Marx or Lenin, whose political directives and intel-
lectual visions served as the movement’s cornerstones, are comparable 
to Weber’s idea of the prophet as a charismatic figure whose authority 
is based on personal gifts and the declaration of a binding doctrine 
(Weber, 1965, 46-47).

Even his account of priesthood as a social organization of of-
ficeholders serving the collective recalls the Communist Party’s 
function as the institutional custodian of the doctrine, enforcing 
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orthodoxy and performing the rituals of ideological life (Weber, 1965, 
28). When writing about society itself Weber pointed out the problem 
of the “rationalization of taboos”, which lead to the system of norms, 
sanctions and punishments, that could be used as a base for ana-
lyzing law under a totalitarian state (Weber, 1965, 38). Given this, 
Weber’s categories provide a remarkably appropriate vocabulary for 
understanding how Soviet socialism established its own organized, 
quasi-religious symbolic universe.

The theoretical viewpoints of Durkheim, Weber, and later func-
tionalist and interpretative schools demonstrate how the analytical 
tools of religious studies can shed light on phenomena that extend 
well beyond the confines of conventional faith. When used carefully, 
these frameworks allow for the analysis of secular ideologies in terms 
of how they organize social life, unite communities, and influence 
moral and cultural traits. Such systems may adapt many of the social 
roles of religion, even in the absence of traditional mysticism and 
supernatural phenomena.

4. �THE INTERPRETATION OF SOVIET SOCIALISM  
AS A POLITICAL RELIGION AND THEORY OF UNITY

As noted earlier, the idea of Sovietism, particularly Stalinism, as 
a form of political religion is not new. It draws heavily on the broader 
theory of totalitarianism, in which the totalitarian state appropriates 
elements from its predecessor regimes but reshapes them to serve 
its own ideological purposes. Some scholars go even further, trac-
ing the roots of political religion to periods well before the 20th 
century; however, it was in the context of totalitarian regimes that 
the framework of political religion gained wide currency in the anal-
ysis of fascist, Nazi, and communist states (Gill, 2021, 1; Roginska 
2025, 16). One could, of course, follow the thread back into antiq-
uity, to the deification of rulers, yet a more coherent chronological 
starting point may be found in the works of Niccolò Machiavelli. 
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For Machiavelli, religion functioned as an instrument through which 
rulers could maintain control over society, while at the same time 
serving society itself by establishing ethical and moral principles that 
ensured legal and civilizational stability (Brown, 2010, 166).

Among the most vocal contemporary proponents of the thesis 
that Sovietism can be interpreted as a political religion are Dmytro 
Vovk and Andrei Znamenski. In his paper Soviet Law and Political 
Religion (2022), Vovk argued that socialist religiosity in the Soviet 
Union was implied from totalitarianism, which itself can be described 
as a political religion. He concentrated mostly on the totalitarian 
aspect of secular religiosity and political religion, suggesting that: 
“totalitarian political regimes are inclined to sacralize their power and 
employ religious tools in order to sustain themselves. This usually has 
some influence on the legal systems of totalitarian countries” (Vovk, 
2022, 227). Vovk also emphasized the importance of secular religion 
for society itself, not only the governing bodies:

The institutional dimension of Soviet political religion comprised 
not only the state but also the Party and mass state-funded asso-
ciations of young people, artists, writers, and so on. Membership 
in these movements, just like belonging to a state religion in many 
nonsecular states, was not just a way of immersing the population 
in official ideology from the moment one first stepped foot out-
side the family into kindergarten or primary school; it was also 
a way of determining privileges or, what was more common, it 
was a condition of nondiscrimination. (Vovk, 2022, 233)

While Vovk restrains himself in his definition of political reli-
gion to analyze the totalitarian concept of secular religiosity, Andrei 
Znamenski goes even further. In his broad definition, he stays close 
to Voegelin’s original vision by interpreting socialism – alongside 
other modern ideologies such as classical liberalism, conservatism, 
and nationalism – as a force that significantly shaped modern society 
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by either complementing or entirely replacing traditional religious 
structures. 

According to Znamenski, socialism functioned as a surrogate 
political faith that addressed the specific needs of various radicalized 
groups, including intellectuals, the working class, and the impov-
erished peasantry. These groups were often characterized by an in-
ternal conflict: a strong desire to participate in the modern world, 
while simultaneously feeling deeply alienated from it. In this sense, 
Znamenski posits that the socialist ideology provided these individ-
uals with a secularized framework of belief, helping them navigate 
the tensions and dislocations inherent in the process of modernization 
(Znamenski, 2021, XIV).

Another theoretical perspective relevant to analyzing the Soviet 
system’s potential religiosity is that of political theology, which ties 
somewhat into the concept of political religion. Political theology’s 
main goal, as described by Carl Schmitt, is to analyze how main 
political concepts are de facto secularized adaptations of traditional 
theological ideas. Schmitt’s statement that “all significant concepts 
of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological con-
cepts” suggests that even militantly atheist regimes may unconsciously 
inherit the forms and structures of religion. The Soviet Union and 
its main theoretical justifications and practical actions can thus be 
understood as reconfigurations of theological archetypes embedded 
in the political tradition of the tsarist Russia and Orthodoxy (James, 
Newman, 2023, 67-83).4

Political religion, therefore, provides the idea that a totalitarian 
state supplements systems of societal control with newly created insti-
tutions and traditions that are both replacing and recreating the old 

	 4	 The authors argued, in conclusion, that: “a political-theological politics reopens the ques-
tion of what it is that should be regarded as sacred, where a community’s ‘ultimate’ values 
lie, and that invites analysts to examine how such a question becomes the medium 
of ideological innovation and contest.” (p. 80)
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ones, rooted in religion. The arguments for why certain actions by 
the Soviet ruling bodies, revolutionary artists and society itself, re-
sembled religion are numerous and not widely contested (the famous 
transformation of the “Red Corner” is the prime example of an old, 
religious symbol becoming a new, secular one) (Gill, 2021, 7-8). 

In contrast to the theory of political religion, the theory of social 
unity, as proposed by David Sloan Wilson, does not necessarily 
equalize the outcome, does not state that the ideology of the ruling 
regime becomes a new model of religion. Rather, the social unity 
thesis proposes the concept of social cohesion as a crucial element 
of the societal relations between the individual and the ruling insti-
tutions. Its most important statement is that there is a need, present 
in each of three layers: individual, society and institutions, to co-exist 
with each other and strive for the highest level of social cohesion. 
First, let’s try to define social cohesion.

Current research, as exemplified by Xavier Fonseca, Stephan Lu-
kosch and Frances Brazier among others, shows that the various 
attempts to define social cohesion can be traced back to Durkheim, 
yet there is no clear consensus. The characteristics of social cohesion 
include, in most cases, the absence of conflict (internal and exter-
nal), a desire for affiliation, a group property, a degree of stability, 
the strength of connections, shared values such as trust, general 
well-being and equal representation/opportunities in society (Fonseca 
et al., 2019, 241).

In their 2019 paper, Fonseca, Lukosch and Brazier proposed a new 
definition of social cohesion, one that, in their opinion, shows best 
the  connections and interdependencies between the  individual, 
the community and the institutions. Summarizing their research, 
we can formulate the following definition of social cohesion: it is 
a condition in which members of a society or group share compati-
ble norms and values, experience mutual trust, stability, and a sense 
of belonging, and enjoy equal opportunities for participation and 
representation. It involves the absence of conflict and the presence 
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of strong social connections, supported by formal laws and infor-
mal cultural frameworks that enable individuals to engage fully in 
collective life. The most contributing factors to social cohesion are 
the lack of conflict between individual and societal/institutional be-
liefs and the willingness to remain part of the group and contribute 
to it (Fonseca et al., 2019, 247).

Social cohesion is therefore a result of the actions taken by each 
of the participants in a society. Actions however are being taken 
by actors according to their individual or collective values. Society 
is constantly under pressure to change its core values, according 
to the will of the majority or the institutions in power. The indi-
vidual, on the other hand, can isolate themselves from the major-
ity and disturb the social cohesion in process. We can consider all 
of the actions taken by the actors as a unifying system. Religion is 
but one of the systems that are unifying society. However, David 
Sloan Wilson claims that:

religions are not the only systems that unite people into adaptive 
groups. [There are as well] political organizations, business or-
ganizations, military organizations, sports teams, family groups, 
secular intellectual traditions, or even diffuse cultures as adaptive 
units. We therefore need to develop a general theory of unifying 
systems of which religion is a special case. The general theory 
should distinguish religion from other unifying systems, but it 
also ought to show what religion shares in common with other 
unifying systems, including those that appear highly nonreligious 
in other respects. (Wilson, 2003, 220)

One can trace the roots of Wilson’s statements to John Milton 
Yinger, who in his 1962 book Religion, Society and the Individual 
formulated a concept of social order “that requires a unifying value 
scheme” to stop internal conflict and promote its own values. Yinger 
argues that the values promoted have to be “self-enforcing”, that is 
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built into the personalities of the members of the society. The less 
positive aspect of Yinger’s theory is that a political authority is needed 
to oversee the implementation and stability of the unifying social 
order – through taxation, force and coercive measures. In this uni-
fying theory Yinger sees the role of the religion as supplementary, 
not decisive:

By ritual, by symbol, by its system of beliefs, its doctrines of re-
wards and punishments, religion may help to produce the social-
ized individuals who accept the dominate values as to legitimate 
means and ends. This aids the political authorities, but also ap-
plies to them. (Yinger, 1962, 71)

To sum up, we have argued that religion can be treated in two 
ways when talking about the existing unifying system in the theory 
of social unity and cohesion: as a primary and a secondary unifier. 
The former leans closely to the political religion theory; the latter 
sees religion as an aiding force, abused by the perpetrator of a unify-
ing scheme to enforce it. In contrast to the political religion theory, 
the theory of unity does not state that an ideology becomes a religious 
movement. Rather, ideology uses religiosity, both traditional and 
secular, to its own gains, to strengthen social cohesion.

5. KOMSOMOL AND PROLETKULT IN THE 1920S: A CASE STUDY

Rather than delving into the  previously well-studied territory 
of the most obvious emanations of political religion in the Soviet 
Union (such as official ideological rituals or the cult of personality), 
I propose a brief analysis of two fundamental organizations in the So-
viet society of the 1920s: the Communist Union of Youth (Komsomol) 
and the Proletarian Cultural and Educational Organization (Prol-
etkult). Their relevance is due to their distinct roles within the So-
viet project of social engineering. While the Komsomol exemplifies 
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the state-driven, top-down institutionalization of ideology (func-
tioning effectively as a secular catechumenate for the “New Man”), 
the Proletkult offers a unique insight into the bottom-up, autonomous 
attempt to forge a proletarian class consciousness through culture.

Comparing these two cases allows for an evaluation of how Soviet 
ideology operated simultaneously as an instrument of political control 
and a mechanism for adaptive group solidarity, thereby testing the va-
lidity of both the political religion and unifying theory frameworks.

The Komsomol’s primary goal was the re-education of the con-
temporary youth, the elimination of “traits from the Tsarist period”, 
and their orientation toward the Marxist model. The Komsomol 
members promoted sports, encouraged youth participation in labor, 
fought against prostitution, took part in the creation of theatrical 
and publishing projects, and even organized sports clubs. By the end 
of 1920, the Komsomol counted nearly 500,000 members in more 
than twelve thousand cells, both urban and rural. It was regarded 
as the default political organization for radically revolutionary youth 
aspiring to participate directly in socialist social transformation.5

The  goal of  the  Proletkult was to  organize the  cultural life 
of workers in a mass manner, offering classes in sculpture, painting, 
the natural sciences, reading, writing, and arithmetic. Proletkult 
poetry circles, popular theatres, and libraries were also established, 
and additional university-level courses for workers were organized. 
At the heart of proletarian cultural thought was the thesis of  its 
“autonomy”, according to which the experiences and perceptions 
of the working class were inaccessible to other social classes. Ac-
cording to the Proletkultists, socialism would be achieved only when 
the working class developed, from below and independently, class 
consciousness and confidence in its abilities – both cultural and po-
litical. In 1920, Proletkult had as many as 400,000 members. In most 

	 5	 On the Komsomol, see Gooderham (1982), Tirado (1993), Gorsuch (1996), Waters (1992).
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factories there were Proletkult cells operating entirely independently 
from party cells.6

From the perspective of political religion, these organizations 
were meant to replace the previously existing systems, such as church 
education, aristocratic patronage of the arts, or the religious organ-
ization of the day-to-day life. They incorporated elements of these 
systems (such as weddings, baptisms, prayers, holy icons, and naming 
preferences) and transformed them into a secular, socialist equivalent.

From the perspective of the theory of unity, however, these organ-
izations stand out as two methods of organizing society, establishing 
social cohesion, and spreading common values. They are not merely 
a replacement designed by the totalitarian regime, but a necessary 
element of society. The transition from the feudal to the communist 
state, therefore, can be reinterpreted as a transformation of the ruling 
system of unity. The socialist revolution, whose ultimate goal was 
to transform the old society into a new one, did not create its own 
religion; rather, it used the religiosity that was common in Russian 
society to strengthen secular ideology and align materialism with 
mystical thinking.

6. CONCLUSIONS

This paper showcased two different frameworks of studying Soviet 
ideology and regime-society relations. The framework of political 
religion proves essential for analyzing the regime’s totalitarian di-
mensions – the sacralization of power and replacement of traditional 
faith with ideology, which was meant to legitimize the “ideocratic 
empire”. However, this perspective alone risks reducing the Soviet 
experience to a mechanism of top-down oppression. 

By integrating it with David Sloan Wilson’s unifying theory, I’ve 
tried to argue that there exists a deeper, adaptive layer of the ideology: 

	 6	 On the Proletkult, see Frame (2020), Mally (1990).
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its capacity to function as a mechanism of group cohesion. As evi-
denced by the case of the Proletkult, the system utilized solidarity 
to bind the individual to the collective, satisfying the fundamental 
human need for belonging within the “New Society”.

The difference between political religion and the theory of unity 
is also evident when we analyze the ultimate goal of the actors in 
both theories. Political religion is strongly rooted in the “totalitarian 
school” of Sovietology, meaning it treats Soviet socialism as an op-
pressive force toward society. The ultimate goal, then, would be 
the power of the ruling institution over society and the individual. For 
the theory of unity, however, the ultimate goal would be to achieve 
social cohesion – a state in which the majority of actors from three 
layers (individual, society, and institutions) are satisfied. 

As a result, the Soviet project should be viewed as a hybrid en-
tity that operated simultaneously on two frequencies: coercive and 
cohesive. The comparison between the Komsomol and the early 
Proletkult illustrates such a dual nature. While the political religion 
model effectively explains the regime’s institutional architecture and 
its ambition to monopolize the worldview, the unifying theory offers 
a way to explain how those structures aimed to stabilize social order. 
Ultimately, Soviet socialism dominated the public sphere because it 
fulfilled the function of a unifying system, ensuring the survival and 
cooperation of the group in a radically transformed, post-religious 
reality.
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