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Abstract

The relevance of the research problem lies in the need to expand scholarly knowledge
about the role and place of national minorities (Poles, Germans, and Jews) in the processes of
Sovietization of the Ukrainian countryside and in the establishment of the totalitarian regime
in general during the first decades of Soviet rule in Ukraine. Drawing on extensive source
material, the article examines the policy of the Bolshevik authorities toward the youth of the
Polish, German, and Jewish national minorities in the Volyn—Zhytomyr region against the
background of the Sovietization of the countryside in the mid-1920s to the early 1930s. It is
noted that Soviet youth policy was implemented through an extensive network of party-state
and public institutions, primarily the Leninist Communist Youth League of Ukraine, and was
aimed at the unification of young people’s value orientations (political, national, and civic).
Within this system, atheistic education was regarded as one of the authorities’ priority tasks,
since the religious consciousness of national communities constituted one of the most
important factors of their identity. The imposition of atheistic consciousness among the youth
of national minorities proved to be an extremely difficult task for the authorities, as the
abandonment of national religious traditions in the context of total Sovietization and repression
was perceived by people as an existential threat. As a result, the everyday religious practices
of national communities assumed more concealed forms, while their gradual displacement
from people’s lives extended over many years.
Keywords: Volyn—Zhytomyr region, Soviet authorities, rural youth, national minorities.

Formulation of the Problem

The younger generation has traditionally served as a key driver of social dynamics and
innovative development, which has made it an important target for deliberate influence by state
and political institutions. It is therefore unsurprising that the Bolsheviks, in the course of

implementing the Sovietization of the Ukrainian countryside, concentrated their efforts
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primarily on the youth segment of the rural population. Seeking to enlist the support of young
people during the implementation of large-scale campaigns—including the anti-church
campaign, korenizatsiia (indigenization), the elimination of illiteracy, collectivization, among
others—all aimed at consolidating the totalitarian regime, the Soviet authorities actively sought
forms and methods of drawing young people into the circle of their allies. Within the
framework of the korenizatsiia policy, the youth of national minorities—particularly Poles,
Germans, Jews, and others—also became targets of Bolshevik influence. However, whereas in
the first decade of their rule the Bolsheviks declared support for the linguistic and cultural
identity of national communities, by the early 1930s this policy gave way to a course of
unification that entailed the dismantling of national institutions and the application of
repressions against representatives of national minorities, who were increasingly treated as a
potentially disloyal element of Soviet society. Atheistic education of youth occupied a priority
position within this system, since the religious consciousness of national communities

constituted one of the most important factors of their identity.

Analysis of Recent Publications

The problem of anti-religious education of youth in the Ukrainian SSR is well
represented in contemporary Ukrainian historiography. Virtually every scholar who has studied
the atheistic orientation of Soviet policy in the first half of the twentieth century has addressed

this topic (O. Rublov,! A. Kyrydon,? I. Pohonets,* O. Chuchalin,* O. Ihnatusha,® and others).

'0. Py6uros. JlepxasHo-nepkoBHi BinHocunr B YCPP y 1920-x pokax: icTopiorpadis mpo6iaemu. [Rublev O.
State-Church Relations in the Ukrainian SSR in the 1920s: Problems of Historiography]. Ykpaiacbkuit
ictopuunmii xxyprai. 2001, (4), 98-112.

2A. Kupunon. JlepxaBa — HEpKBa — CyCIILCTBO: iHBEpCHA TpaHchopMaris B Ykpaini: [monorpadis]. [Kyrydon
A. State — Church — Society: Inverse Transformation in Ukraine: [monograph].] Pisue: PIC KCVY, 2011. 216 c.;
A. Kupunon. Yac BunpoOyBaHsb: JiepkaBa, EPKBa, CyCIiIbCTBO B paASHCHKiN Ykpaini 1917-1930-x pokis. [Time
of Trials: State, Church, Society in Soviet Ukraine, 1917—1930s]. Tepuomins: [linpyunuku i mociouuku, 2005.
384 c.; A. Kupumon. YTBepaKeHHs: KOMyHICTHYHOT0 IOOYTY B cycninbeTBi PagsHebkol Yipainu 1920-ux poxis:
OHTOJIOTIYHUH 1 akcionoriunuid acriektH. [The establishment of communist life in the society of Soviet Ukraine
in the 1920s: ontological and axiological aspects]. AkTyanbHi IpoOJIeMH BITYM3HSIHOI Ta BCECBITHBOI icTOpii.
HaykoBi 3anucku PiBHEHCHKOTO JIep>KaBHOTO T'yMaHITapHOTO YHiBepcHTETy: 30ipHHK HAyKOBHX Ipalb. Bumyck
19. Pieue: PAT'Y, 2010. C. 59-67.

3. Toromens. Opramizamiiine odopmiIcHHA aHTHpeniriinoi momitukn B CPCP y 1920-x pp. [Pohonets 1.
Organizational design of anti-religious policy in the USSR in the 1920s]. 36ipauk marepianiB V MixuapogHOi
HAYKOBOI KOH(epeHIii CTyIeHTIB i MOIOIuX BYCHHX. J(OHEIbKWI HaIliOHANBbHUI yHiIBepcHTET iMeHi Bacwis
Cryca, 2023. C. 271-273.

40. I1. Yyvanin. Brume areicTH4HOi IpomaraHan pagsHChKOi IIPECH Ha peliriiny curyanio B YCPP y 1920-
1930-Ti pp. (Chuchalin O. P., The influence of atheistic propaganda of the Soviet Press on the religious situation
in URKSSR in the 1920s and 1930s). I'ines: naykoBwuii Bicauk. 2019. Bun. 142(1). C. 182-188.

50. Irmarymia. Antupeniriiini kammanii 1920-1930-x pp. Ictopis penirii B Ykpaini. Ipani XI Mixkuapoanoi
HaykoBoi koH(pepeHuii (JIbBiB, 16-19 tpasns, 2001 p.). Ku. 1. [O. Ignatusha. Anti-religious campaigns of the
1920s-1930s. History of religion in Ukraine. Proceedings of the XI International Scientific Conference (Lviv,
May 16-19, 2001). Book 1]. JIsBis: Jloroc, 2001. C. 211-216.
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Of particular significance is the work of Vinnytsia-based scholars 1.V. Mazur-Stukalska, and
A.V. Voinarovsky, who provide a detailed analysis of the forms and methods of implementing
Bolshevik anti-religious policy in the 1920s, emphasizing the important role of Komsomol
cells—described as “direct conduits of Bolshevik policy on the ground”—within the system of
atheistic education of youth.® The theme of atheistic education of Ukrainian youth in the 1920s-
1930s is also addressed indirectly in the works of M. Palinchak and S. Bokoch,” A. Fesenko,®
and V. Prylutsky,” who highlight the high degree of religiosity among youth as a factor that
long impeded the implementation of Bolshevik policies on the ground. A contrasting view is
offered by A.Kyrydon, who argues that “the society of Soviet Ukraine in 1917-1930s
“permitted” the elimination of traditional Orthodox ideology, the destruction of religious
organizations, and the demolition of churches,” as it was subconsciously prepared for the
acceptance of Soviet ideological orientations as a result of the destructive socio-political and
spiritual processes of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries —associated with the

emergence of socialist ideas, the First World War, and the erosion of the very foundations of

the Church, which had failed to “serve as the conscience of the social organism.” !

However, the issue of exploiting the youth of national minorities in the anti-religious
policy of the Soviet authorities is addressed only tangentially by researchers. In this regard,
studies by scholars who have examined the situation of national minorities in the Ukrainian

SSR in general, or their youth organizations and movements, may prove useful (L. Babenko,'!

I.B. Masyp-Crykanbchbka, A.B. BoiiHapoBcbkuil. AHTHpeiriiiHa MOJMiTUKA PaisSHCBKOI Biagu nodarky 20-x
pokiB XX cromitTsa: dopMH Ta MeTOOW (HAa MPHKIAAi TyOepHCHKHMX MicT Ykpainm). [Mazur-Stukalska 1.V.,
Voinarovsky A.V. Anti-religious policy of the Soviet government in the early 1920s: forms and methods (on the
example of provincial cities of Ukraine)]. HaykoBi 3ammcku [BiHHHIEKOTO IEp>KaBHOTO TNEIAroTidqHOTO
yHiBepcuTeTy iMeHi Muxaiina Komrobuncskoro]. Cepist: Ictopis. 2014. Bum. 22. C. 59-64. C. 59-63.

M. Ianinyak, C. bokou. PaggHceka perniriiina momiTuka Ta ii Hacmigky B He3anexHii Ykpaini [Palinchak, M.,
Bokoch, S. Soviet religious policy and its consequences in independent Ukraine]. CximHoeBporeicbKuii
icTopuuHuii Oronerenb. Jporoouy, 2021. Ne 20. C. 184-194.

SA. ®ecenko. AHTUpENiriiina MomiTMKa pajsHCLKOi BiaaM y Apyrii nososuni 1920-x pp. Ha JloHeuuuHi: Ha
NIPUKIIaJI AisUTBHOCTI iCTHHHO-TIpaBociaBHoOI LepkBu [Fesenko, A. Anti-religious policy of the Soviet government
in the second half of the 1920s in the Donetsk region: on the example of the activities of the true Orthodox
Church.]. 30ipHUK HayKOBHX Ipanb 3a MaTepiagamMu BceykpaiHChbKOi HayKOBO-NPaKTHYHOI KOHQEpeHIii 3
MDKHapOJHOIO y4acTIo ,, ToTaiTapusM sIK CUcTeMa 3HUIICHHS HalioHanbHoi mam’ati®, 11-12 gepsus 2020 poky.
JIsBiB: Jpykapus JIbBiBCHKOTO HaIliOHATHHOTO MEAWYHOTO YHiBepcuTeTy imeHi Hanmna [amuiekoro, 2020. C.
488-490.

°B. L. llpunyuskuit. Mosoas y cycrinsHo-noxiTnaaoMy %uTTi YCPP (1928-1933 pp.). [Prylutsky V. I. Youth in
the socio-political life of the Ukrainian SSR (1928-1933)]. Ykpaincbkuii icropuunmii sxyprai. 2002. Ne 4. C. 60—
68.

YA, Kupujion. JlepsxaBa — LEpKBa — CYCIILILCTBO: iHBEPCHA TpaHc(opmaltis B Ykpaini: [Mmororpadis]. [Kyrydon
A. State — Church — Society: Inverse Transformation in Ukraine: [monograph].] Pieue: PIC KCV, 2011. C.128-
129.

"JI. BabGenko. SIk ykpaiHuiB pobuiu areicTaMu: AepkaBHa IOJITHKA NMPOTHM PEJIrii y Mepii AecATHITTS
pansiHebkoi Bianu. [Babenko L. How Ukrainians were made atheists: state policy against religion in the first
decade of Soviet rule]. Ykpaina Moxepna. 2017. http://uamoderna.com/md/babenko-atheism/
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L. Yakubova,'? L. Dudka,'* R. Motrychuk,'* M. Zhurba and M. Zholob,'* B. Chirko!® and
others).

Thus, a historiographical analysis of the problem under investigation leads to the
conclusion that, despite a substantial body of scholarship on the anti-religious and anti-church
policy of the Bolshevik-Soviet authorities in the 1920s-1930s, the specific focus of this policy
on the younger generation of national minorities in the Ukrainian SSR has yet to become the
subject of a dedicated study. The relevance of the topic under investigation is further reinforced
by the virtual absence of scholarly works that examine it from a regional perspective. The
authors therefore aim to investigate the impact of Soviet anti-religious policy on the youth of
the Polish, German, and Jewish national minorities in the Volhynia-Zhytomyr region against
the backdrop of Sovietization processes from 1925 to the early 1930s. Drawing upon an
extensive body of primary sources, we consider it necessary to examine the content, methods,
and forms of the anti-church and atheistic propaganda conducted by the Soviet authorities
within the youth milieu of national minorities in Volhynia and the Zhytomyr region, as well as
the means of involving representatives of the younger generation in anti-religious activities.

Within the framework of this study, the term ‘Volhynia-Zhytomyr region’ (Volhynia-
Zhytomyr, the Volhynian region) refers to the Zhytomyr, Novohrad-Volynskyi, and
Shepetivka okruhy (districts) of the Ukrainian SSR, which were established on the territory of
the former Volyn Governorate following its reorganization in 1925 and shared common socio-

demographic characteristics.

12]1. SIxy6oBa. [IoBCAKIEHHE XKUTTS ETHIYHUX MEHIIHH PagsSHCBKOiI YKpainu y MixksoeHHy n100y. [Yakubova L.
Everyday life of ethnic minorities in Soviet Ukraine in the interwar period]. InctutyT icropii Ykpainu HAH
VYxpainn. Kuis, 2011. 339c.

BJI. Mynka. Kyphan «Be3BipHUK» y cucTeMi aHTHpeniriiiHoi mpomaranau B Ykpaini B 1920-1930-x pokax
[Dudka, L. The magazine "Bezvirnyk" in the system of anti-religious propaganda in Ukraine in the 1920s—1930s.].
Haykosuii mopiunuk «Icropist peniriii B Ykpaiti». [HcTutyT penirie3nascTsa — ¢isnist JIbBiBChbKOTro My3eto ictopii,
2010, Ne 20, 336-341; Moro x: Criika Ge3BipHUKIB y KOHTEKCTi aHTHPEIIriitHOT IponaranIu B YKpaiHi: muTaHHs
xponoJorii Ta nepioxuzanii [Dudka, L. The Union of Infidels in the Context of Anti-Religious Propaganda in
Ukraine: Issues of Chronology and Periodization], Eminak. 2016. Bumn.1(2). C. 48-55.

4P, MoTpuayk. ATeicTH4HA AisUTBHICTH OLTBIIOBHKIB CEpel HAIOHAIBPHMX MEHIIMH YKpainw B 1920 Ti poxn
[Motrychuk R., 2014, Atheistic activity of the Bolsheviks among national minorities of Ukraine in the 1920s.].
HayxoBi nparti icropudsoro (hakysieTeTy 3anopi3pkoro HarioHansHOTO yHiBepeutety. 2014. Bum.40 C.101-104.
5M. XKyp6a, M. XKono6. Iliznecene i 3eMHe: peririiHi rpoMaay eTHIYHAX MEHIIHH B YMOBAaX KOMYHiICTUIHOTO
pexxumy B Ykpaini (20-30-i pp. XX cr.). [Zhurba, M., Zholob, M., 2019, The Sublime and the Earthly: Religious
Communities of Ethnic Minorities under the Communist Regime in Ukraine (1920s—-1930s)]. Binnuus: TOB
«TBopuy», 2019. 308c.

5. Yupko. PenpecuBHa IOJITHKA PaisHCHKOI BIagy INOAO HIMELBKOI €THIYHOI rpynu YKpaiHM B yMOBax
cTajiHchKOro TotanitapHoro pexumy (1920-rti — 1930-r1i pokn) [Chirko B. Repressive policy of the Soviet
authorities towards the German ethnic group of Ukraine under the Stalinist totalitarian regime (1920s — 1930s)].
Iines: nayxoswuit Bicauk. Kuis, 2016. Bum. 112. C. 42-47.
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Presentation of the Main Material

In the period from 1925 to the 1930s, the youth policy of the Soviet Union acquired a
systematic and purposeful character, becoming an important instrument for consolidating
Bolshevik power and shaping the ‘new person’ under the conditions of an emerging totalitarian
regime. Youth was viewed by the Soviet leadership not merely as a socio-demographic group,
but primarily as a strategic resource for political stability and ideological reproduction of the
system. It was precisely during this period that the institutionalization of state control over the
processes of upbringing, socialization, and worldview formation of the younger generation
took place. Soviet youth policy was implemented through an extensive network of party-state
and public structures—above all the All-Union Leninist Communist Youth League
(Vsesoyuznyy leninskiy kommunisticheskiy soyuz molodyozhi, VLKSM), the Pioneer
Organization, and the education system. Their activities were directed toward the unification
of the value orientations of young people, the cultivation of unconditional loyalty to communist
ideology, and the cult of the Party and its leaders, as well as the displacement of alternative
forms of identity—religious, national, and civic. The dominant role within this system was
indisputably played by the VLKSM, which rapidly transformed ‘from a public organization
into a state-controlled mass structure for the education of youth and control over it’!7 (p. 126),
and simultaneously became an instrument for the unification of the worldview and behavioral
models of the younger generation within the totalitarian system.

One of the key areas of Bolshevik work with youth was atheistic education, which was
regarded as an essential component of the formation of the ‘new Soviet person’ and an
important instrument for the destruction of traditional worldviews and value systems. Through
the education system, the activities of Komsomol and Pioneer organizations, mass campaigns,
and anti-religious propaganda, the Soviet state sought to expel religion from the everyday life
of the younger generation, replacing it with Marxist-Leninist ideology. Atheistic education was
not merely ideological but also political in nature, as it was directed at undermining the
influence of the Church as an alternative center of spiritual authority and at integrating youth
into the system of totalitarian control, in which loyalty to the Party and the state supplanted

traditional forms of religious and moral self-identification.

7M. ®ponos. Komcomon y momituuniii cucremi Pansucekoi Ykpainm 1920-1930 pp. [Frolov, M., 2010,
Komsomol in the political system of Soviet Ukraine 1920-1930]. HaykoBi mparmi icTopu4HOro (akyJIbTeTy
3amnopisbpkoro yHiBepcutery. 2010. Bum. 29. C.122-130.
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The direction and content of anti-religious propaganda were determined by the highest
party organs. In Soviet Ukraine, the Agitation and Propaganda Department of the Central
Committee of the CP(b)U (agitprop) and the Main Political Education Committee under the
People’s Commissariat of Education (holovpolitosvita) were established for this purpose. Anti-
religious activities were coordinated by the All-Ukrainian Anti-Religious Commission
(VAK)—an unofficial clandestine body under the Central Committee of the CP(b)U, which
existed until 1929. On the ground, its policy was implemented by the agitation and propaganda
departments of the CP(b)U’s district committees.'® The spearhead of Bolshevik anti-religious
propaganda was directed not only at Orthodox believers but also at adherents of other churches
active in Ukraine—Catholic, Protestant, Judaic, and others.

Direct oversight of youth policy in the region under study was exercised by the
Volhynian District Committee of the KSMU (Communist Union of Youth of Ukraine), to
which local district and municipal committees were subordinated. Within the framework of
implementing the Leninist nationality policy, national departments (bureaus)—Polish, Jewish,
and German—began operating under the district committee from 1926 onward, tasked
specifically with work among the youth of national minorities, including the implementation
of anti-religious policy within their milieu. In promoting an atheistic worldview, bureau staff
had to exercise an exceptionally cautious approach, as the experience of previous years had
demonstrated that aggressive government actions in this sphere had failed to produce the
desired results owing to the deep religiosity of the population. The level of religious
consciousness among youth was determined by the strength of the influence exerted upon it by
the traditions of the rural community and by self-perception as part of a distinct ethnic group.
It also had to be taken into account that attacks on national churches were perceived by
representatives of national minorities as an insult to their national sentiments, which could
provoke protests undesirable for the authorities. Therefore, in the early 1920s, the authorities
focused primarily on agitation and propaganda work, which was conducted among the youth
primarily through VLKSM cells and various cultural and civic organizations: “For a long time,
anti-religious work on the ground was carried out by circles and cells that were not organized
according to a uniform model—circles of atheists, godless, or even natural science and regional
studies circles.”!” This work was conducted in two directions: internally, through the re-

education of organization members, and externally, through the organization of various public

13]1. BaGenko. Ik ykpaiHIiB poOWIM aTeicTaMu. ..
1. Tloronenp. Opranizauiiine opopmieHHs anTUpediriiinoi noituku 8 CPCP... p. 272.
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events of an anti-religious orientation. Bolshevik activists typically employed traditional
methods: the introduction of new revolutionary/Komsomol holidays into everyday life, the
delivery of lectures, the distribution of leaflets and slogans of a corresponding nature, and the
involvement of representatives of the rural intelligentsia, such teachers, heads of reading
rooms, and clubs, in this work.

From mid-March onward, the anti-Easter propaganda campaign would unfold. As a
rule, it included a set of measures such as the delivery of public lectures on atheistic topics, the
organization of entertainment evenings for youth at the local club, theatrical performances on
anti-religious themes, and the establishment of ‘godless corners’ stocked with appropriate
literature in clubs, chervoni kutky (red corners), and reading rooms. Local committees of the
CP(b)U developed the topics and methodological guidelines for the corresponding lectures and
discussions. For example, the following topics were proposed for rural youth: “The Change of
Seasons,” “The Witch-Whisperer,” “Is the Resurrection of a Human Being Possible? / The
Myth of Jesus Christ,” “Soviet Government and Religion,” and so forth.?

However, in the agrarian Volhynian region, even such Bolshevik initiatives
encountered direct or indirect resistance from both the deeply religious population at large and
the younger generation in particular. The atheistic worldview took root with especial difficulty
in the milieu of Polish national communities, where the authority of the Catholic Church was
extraordinarily high and unassailable. Government representatives noted that the influence of
Catholic priests on local communities was “extraordinarily strong, in contrast to the feeble
[influence] of the LKSMU.”?! In order to divert Polish youth from the Komsomol, priests
delivered sermons in churches, conducted conversations with parents, disseminated religious
publications, and supervised Ruzhanets (Rosary) circles that united women and girls in prayer.
They categorically refused to register these circles with the village council, and in response to

official demands to disband them, concealed their activities: “Formally, they disband the circle,

N lepxaBunii apxiB JKuTommpcekoi obGmacti [State Archives of Zhytomyr Region]. (JAXO), ¢. I1-94
(CKuromupckuii (Bomsiackuit) rybepuckuit komuteT JIKCMY) [Zhytomyr (Volyn) Provincial Committee of the
LKSMU], omn 1, cmp.144 ([AupekTUBHI U MEpenucKa 1Mo BOMPOCaM MOJUTHKO-TIPOCBETHTEIBHON paboThI cpenu
MOJIOICXKHU U TTOTUTHYEUKOH yueObl komcomoublieB (2.01.- 25.06.1925) [Directives and correspondence on issues
of political education work among youth and political training of Komsomol members (02.01.- 25.06.1925)], apk.
40.

2TAXKO, ¢.11-94, om.1, cip.710 (IIpoTokomnsl 3acenanuii 61o0po HamMeH komieruu LIK 1 0Kpy:KHOro KOMUTETa
JIKCMY, nupeKTuBHI U Nepenucka o Hamenpaodore. (5.05.-5.12.1928)) [Minutes of the meetings of the Bureau
of National Minorities of the Central Committee and the District Committee of the LKSMU, directives and
correspondence on national minorities work. (5.05.-5.12.1928)], apk.7.
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but in practice they operate clandestinely—if not in this village, then at the church.”??
Accordingly, when reporting on the situation in the Marchlewsk district, the Komsomol official
from the Volhynian District Committee of the LKSMU was repeatedly compelled to
acknowledge that “in all villages there are Rosary circles, in the work of which adult women
and partly girls are involved,” while “anti-religious work is not being conducted in any of the
villages.”??

The authorities attributed this state of affairs primarily to the absence of strong and
influential Komsomol cells. In the period under discussion, Soviet youth organizations were
typically joined by uneducated youth from among the poorest peasants, who commanded no
authority within Polish communities. Moreover, even those young Poles who had joined the
Komsomol frequently continued attending church, prompting the secretary of the Volhynian
District Committee of the LKSMU, Krymsky, to repeatedly draw attention to instances of
“expulsion from the Komsomol on account of religious observances.”** In order to strengthen
anti-religious propaganda, it was recommended that teachers and the rural intelligentsia in
general be actively recruited for this work, that they be supplied with specialized
methodological literature, that socialist competitions be organized among Komsomol cells and
individual Komsomol members with the participation of godless cells, and that anti-religious
shock brigades be formed, among other measures.? To invigorate anti-church propaganda
among young people, it was traditionally proposed that religious holidays, particularly
Christmas and Easter, be utilized. By way of example, local Polish activists were advised to
recruit “the existing Polish aktiv, both Komsomol and cultural-educational, to deliver lectures
in Polish on ‘The Immaculate Conception’ and “How Gods and Goddesses Are Born, Live,
and Die’ in all Polish settlements during the holidays™ and “in villages where there are Polish
schools and village clubs, to arrange with the heads of drama circles for performances
following the lectures.”?®

In support of Polish-speaking propagandists, supervisors from the CP(b)U had prepared
theses entitled Do swigt Wielkanocnych (‘For the Easter Holidays’), in which, ostensibly

ZIIAXKO, ¢.I1-94, on.1, cnp.594 (Marepuansl 1o 06cIe10BaHHIO pabOThI CPEAH HOIBCKOM MOIOAEKH, MIIAHBI U
Kajsienaapu nosbckoi cexkuun. (1.11.-30.12.1927)) [Materials for surveying work among Polish youth, plans and
calendars of the Polish section. (1.11.-30.12.1927)], apk.26.

BIIAXKO, ¢.11-94, on.1, crp. 594. apk.14-143B.

HIIAXKO, ¢.11-94, on.1, crip. 594. apk.24.

BIAXKO, §.J1-94, on.1, cnp.754 (IIpoToKoJBl M BBITMCKHA M3 HPOTOKOJOB 3aceqanuii 6ropo BJIKCM mo
BorpocaM HauMeH. paboTsl. (14.04.1929- 12.03.1930)) [Minutes and excerpts from the minutes of the meetings
of the Komsomol Bureau on issues of work with national minorities. (April 14, 1929 — March 12, 1930)], apk.69.
B JTAXKO, ¢.11-94, om.1, crp. 594. apk.10.
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drawing on historical grounds, the mythical character of the figure of Jesus Christ was
explained. The document concluded with the thesis: “Only by ceasing to celebrate Easter shall
we free ourselves from the legacy of wild primitive peoples.”?’ In this manner, Bolshevik
propagandists sought not only to instill a communist worldview in the younger generation but
also to foster the conviction that Marxist-Leninist ideology was superior and ‘modern’
compared to ‘primitive’ religious belief.

Despite a range of measures, the authorities failed to achieve any visible results in the
field of atheistic propaganda within the Polish communities during the period from 1925 to
1930. Demonstrating utter helplessness, Soviet officials wrote that “anti-religious work among
the Polish population remains in an embryonic state and is hindered primarily by the absence
of well-trained Polish cadres of anti-religious workers,” although this was far from the most
fundamental problem.

In the 1920s-1930s, the Jewish national minority also became one of the targets of
deliberate Soviet anti-religious policy, which in practice meant a systematic campaign against
Judaism, the liquidation of traditional communal structures (kahals), the closure of synagogues,
the persecution of rabbis, and the curtailment of religious education. Given the traditional
economic structures of Jewish communities, in which various forms of small-scale
entrepreneurial activity occupied a prominent place, Jewish communities found themselves in
the crosshairs of the new authorities not only in the context of the anti-religious campaign but
also of the policy of liquidating the private sector and the struggle against the ‘petty
bourgeoisie.” Local party and Komsomol officialdom treated Jewish communal organizations
as ‘national-chauvinist’ entities that exerted religious influence through “kheders and petty-
bourgeois elements of the ‘Voltuyiveniki’® who recruit children by material means, forming
among them a positive attitude toward the use of material assistance, and gradually influencing
the children, shaping an ideology undesirable to us.”?® Consequently, the restriction and
prohibition of their activities was viewed in the context of the struggle for influence over the
consciousness of Jewish youth.

Within the framework of the anti-religious campaign in connection with the approach
of religious holidays, the Jewish municipal department of the LKSMU in Zhytomyr approved

in April 1929 a list of anti-religious measures. Under this campaign, Jewish youth were

YIIAXKO, ¢.J1-94, on 1, cup.160 (IIpoTokonsl 3acefaHuii KOIETMHM MO paboTe TPysileiics MOIOAEKH
HaIMOHATBHBIX MeHbIIMHCTB mpu LK JIKCMY. (30.12 1924-1.06.1925)) [Minutes of the meeting of the
collegium on the work of the working youth of national minorities at the Central Committee of the LKSU.
(30.12.1924-1.06.1925)], 37 apk., apk. 22.
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encouraged to counterpose the most important religious holidays (Hanukkah, Yom Kippur,
Purim, etc.) with “such revolutionary holidays as the transition of Jews to agriculture, the
transition of Jewish colonies to civilized farming, and so forth.”?’ At the same time, each anti-
religious cell was tasked with conducting a series of discussions among both Komsomol
members and non-party youth on Passover, religion, culture, and other subjects. For the
purposes of visual agitation, the authorities planned “the conduct of an anti-religious march, to
which students were to be recruited, using it for the organization of anti-religious events in the
cells” (SAZhR, f. p-94, op. 1, spr. 754, ark. 1).

Such local initiative on the part of Komsomol activists was in keeping with the ‘general
line’ of the LKSMU. Thus, the Jewish section of the Central Committee of the Komsomol of
Ukraine resolved on August 30, 1930, “to launch a broad anti-religious campaign during the
autumn Jewish holidays under the slogan: ‘Not a single Jewish worker shall participate in the
celebration of religious holidays.””** Furthermore, within the system of anti-religious
measures, the organization of subotnyky (Saturday voluntary work days) and nedilnyky
(Sunday voluntary work days) during religious holidays continued to be recommended.

The youth of the German national minority was also the object of close scrutiny by the
Bolshevik authorities, who characterized them as “very religious and raised in respect for
parents and elders.”*! German communities were distinguished, among other things, by their
cohesion, the preservation of a conservative way of life, and a deeply rooted religiosity that
was an integral part of it. External manifestations of this included regular church attendance,
participation in various religious rites and ceremonies (baptisms, weddings, funerals), and other
observances. Among Germans, there was a widespread custom of hanging pictures and
inscriptions of religious content in their living quarters. Some of these inscriptions were quite
expressive in characterizing the worldview of the householders: ‘Be joyful in hope,” ‘Patient
in affliction—persevere in prayer,” ‘All things are possible for him who firmly believes,” ‘Your
yoke is easy and my burden is light,” ‘Learn to endure without complaint.’3

By way of example, one of the reports from the national minorities department of the
Volhynian District Committee of the LKSMU indicated that “the German youth is more

withdrawn and does not participate in public life. In the village of Stara Buda in the

PIIAXKO, ¢.11-94, on.1, crip. 710, apk.7

ITTAXKO, ¢.11-94, on. 1, crp. 754, apk.9
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Cherniakhiv district, there is a German Bible study circle in which active work is well
organized: singing, which greatly attracts young people. The circle is led by a pastor. There is
influence from parents and a prohibition on joining the Komsomol.”* It should be emphasized
that the Bolsheviks interpreted the religiosity of German communities as a manifestation of
anti-Soviet hostile activity. “Particularly harmful work,” in the assessment of government

»34 a5 well as “Lutherans and

representatives, “is conducted by Baptist organizations,
Fusswdscher [foot-washers], who have recently focused their primary attention on winning
over the youth.”*> It was noted that they responded instantly to government initiatives by
organizing mirror-image actions. For instance, an organized campaign to increase subscriptions
to the German-language Komsomol newspaper Die Saat resulted in a parallel increase in
subscriptions to a Baptist newspaper.°

Local Komsomol activists enjoyed no authority among their peers and were unable to
propose alternative ideas that would be accepted by young people. The weak effectiveness of
atheistic work was explained by the small size of local Komsomol cells, the absence of “well-
trained cadres of anti-religious workers,”” the lack of “popular literature, both scholarly and
belletristic,”*® and the “insufficiency of the network of Komsomol political schools and
political circles.”*” For the conduct of atheistic propaganda among German youth, a separate
brochure was prepared in German, entitled Antireligiose Propaganda und die Satzung des
Gottlosenkreises im deutschen Dorf (‘Anti-Religious Propaganda and the Charter of the
Godless Circle in the German Village’),*® which, in addition to methodological guidance on
organizing this dimension of propaganda work, contained a brief characterization of church
activities in German colonies.

As in Ukraine generally, so too in the Volhynian region in particular, this problem was

addressed through the centralized production of a torrent of recommendations, circulars,
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directives, and the like, the execution of which was entrusted to the lowest rungs of the
Bolshevik-Soviet bureaucratic hierarchy. “The essence of the struggle against religious
organizations in the German village,” stated one of the resolutions of the Plenum of the Central
Committee of the LKSMU, “comes down to the struggle for the rising generation, for the
organization of the broad masses of working youth around socialist construction. All work of
the Komsomol cells in this direction should be conducted on the basis of the decisions of [...]
the Second Congress of the Godless.”*! The Union of the Godless was formally established in
May 1928.4> However, as L. Dudka argues, the process of mass creation of local godless cells
had been initiated under the pressure of central party organs two years earlier,* In the
Volhynian district, the work of establishing cells of the Union of the Godless remained in an
‘embryonic’ state until the spring of 1929, when the Polish national godless section was
created, with its founding conference held in Marchlewsk.** During the same period, in the
Pulyn German district, “a godless circle was established (12 persons). Work was carried out to
organize a Young Pioneer detachment, and an initiative group of 9 persons was organized.”*
In order to intensify anti-religious work among youth, the Bolshevik authorities tasked the

Komsomol with “involving Komsomol members and non-party youth in the cells of the

Bezvirnyk [Godless], [and] organizing circles for the study of natural science.”*

A separate target of manipulative propagandistic pressure were the so-called religious
‘sects’ and their members. On the list of ‘sectarian organizations’ of the Volhynia-Zhytomyr

region that exerted influence on youth, the Bolshevik authorities included: “Baptists and

Evangelicals, Molokans, Myronostsi [Myrrh-bearers], Khlysty-Korniyivtsi, and others.”*
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Table 1.

Register of ‘Sectarian Organizations’ and Their Members in the Zhytomyr Region as of

19254
Seventh-day
District E lical Baptist
istric vangelicals aptists Adventists
No. of . No. of No. of. No. of No. of . No. of
communit communit communit
. members . members . members
ies ies ies
Korosten 3 287 11 1,564 - -
Zhytomyr 6 278 16 1,352 1 20
Total 9 565 27 2,916 1 20

As can be seen from Table 1, the total number of such organizations across the region
was relatively small; nevertheless, they exercised a considerable influence on the local
population, especially the youth. In certain localities, for example, “in Myropil, the sect was
98% composed of youth; in the village of Fedorivka of the Cherniakhiv district, a Molokan
sect drew 40 young people.”* This situation caused some concern on the part of the local
Soviet party and Komsomol apparatus. It is noteworthy, however, that in the mid-1920s the
content of Bolshevik propaganda narratives regarding the activities of ‘sects’ was considerably
milder than, for example, in relation to the Orthodox, Catholics, or Jews. Thus, local
Komsomol cells were advised to ‘carefully study and observe the sects.” Emphasis was placed
on the need to “exercise extreme caution in one’s work, not permitting the assessment of a sect
as counter-revolutionary or anti-Soviet.”>® The reason for such caution, in the opinion of
researchers, lay in the fact that during this period “the Soviet state was not only rethinking the
concept of “sectarianism” but also its attitude toward “sects.”®! Precisely for this reason,
instructions regarding the organization of anti-religious propaganda for the grassroots levels of

the LKSM of Ukraine emphasized the need to coordinate the content of public events of an

BNAXKO, ¢.I1-4, on.1, cip. 146, apk. 14-15.

YIAXKO, ¢.I1-4, o1, cp. 146, apk.7.
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anti-sectarian orientation with the relevant committees of the Bolshevik Party on the ground—

and under no circumstances to display initiative in this matter.
Conclusion

The findings of this study provide grounds for the conclusion that, during the period
under examination, the rural youth of national minorities in the Volhynia-Zhytomyr region
served as a target of close political interest on the part of the Bolshevik-Soviet authorities. The
fundamental principles of youth policy were developed by the Propaganda Department of the
Central Committee of the CP(b)U, which also oversaw the process of their implementation.
The key organization charged with the task of educating the younger generation of Soviet
citizens in the spirit of loyalty to the ideas of Marxism-Leninism, and later to ‘the great Stalin,’
was the LKSMU. From the mid-1920s, the recruitment of local youth—representatives of the
Polish, German, and Jewish national minorities—into the ranks of the Komsomol was regarded
as one of the most important tasks against the backdrop of the Sovietization of the Volhynian
countryside.

An important component of youth policy in the milieu of national minorities in the
Volhynia-Zhytomyr region was anti-religious propaganda. The analysis of a substantial body
of archival documents provides grounds for the conclusion that, during the period under study,
anti-church and anti-religious propaganda among representatives of national minorities did not
achieve significant success. On the one hand, this was attributable to the patriarchal insularity
of national communities, which fiercely defended their traditions and beliefs. On the other
hand, it was due to the absence of educated, ideologically competent Komsomol and party
cadres capable of opposing clergymen at an adequate level. Despite the authorities' efforts to
instill an atheistic consciousness in the Ukrainian SSR in the early 1930s, which led to
significant restrictions on public religious practices in national communities, especially among
young people, the level of its religiosity remained quite high, since renouncing one's national
religion in conditions of total Sovietization and repression was perceived by people as an
existential threat. Despite the relentless pressure exerted by the Bolshevik-Soviet authorities,
the process of displacing from the everyday lives of Poles, Germans, and Jews the traditional
practices associated with the performance of certain religious rituals within their communities

extended over the course of several decades.
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