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 Children’s books are one of those things that have the potential to incite waves of 

nostalgia. Most adults in the United States will fondly remember such titles as Good Night Moon 

and The Poky Little Puppy. There is no doubt that children’s books play a part in childhood 

memories, but people often neglect to reflect on the messages conveyed. Like the United States, 

children’s books also played an important role in the lives of people in the Soviet Union. 

According to Andrea Immel, the Curator of the Cotsen Children’s Library at Princeton 

University, “‘Perhaps no 20th-century children’s books blur the boundaries between art and 

propaganda in such compelling ways’ as early Soviet children’s literature” (Burgess). By 

analyzing the themes of Soviet children’s books, and cross referencing those themes to 

secondary sources in addition to other primary source documents, one can see how children’s 

books might have indoctrinated children into the Soviet Union and taught them Soviet values.  

 It is often said that “children are the future.” So, it makes sense that for the leaders of the 

Soviet Union one of the most vital areas of struggle for social transformation was the Soviet 

youth (Gorsuch). The younger generation had great potential because they were the part of the 

population that could “grow up free from the cultural corruption of pre-revolutionary Russia” 

(Gorsuch). The books chosen for this analysis not only showed the values the Soviet leaders 

wanted the next generation to adopt, but they were all published in the 1930s. This is a notable 

time particularly because it is when the socialist realism style started to become required. 

Socialist realism in the Soviet Union depicted ordinary life but often glorified it. This is 

especially evident in the children’s books of the 1930s. In many books, Soviet artists and authors 



made “the hard, unglamorous work of agriculture or electrification heroic and patriotic” 

(Burgess).  

 This is especially evident in A Song About Mother. This story was published in 1930 

which was the third year of Stalin’s first Five Year Plan. This time period marked a national push 

towards rapid industrialization. Propaganda during this time urged the population to help 

increase production, engage in the industrial workforce, and motivated citizens to “center their 

lives around doing their part to push national industry forward” (Dmitriadoy). Children’s books 

were not immune to this propaganda treatment. A Song About Mother centers around the factory. 

Every single page of the book has an image of the factory either in the foreground or 

background. The story is about a little girl and her mother. The message of the book is that 

everyone has their part to help the Soviet state. The girl must go to kindergarten just as her 

mother must go to work in the factory.  

 As common for the style of the time, the book makes 

this rather mundane topic seem happy and heroic. First the 

book seems happy because the colors used in the illustrations 

are bright shades of yellow, red, and green. The only face the 

reader sees besides that of the sleeping girl is her mother’s. In 

the image the mother is working at the factory with a satisfied 

smile on her face. As for the heroism, the way it is portrayed is 
Figure 1: A Song About Mother p5 
Mother is depicted happy and in shades of bright 

red, yellow and green. 

 

 



a bit more subtle. On the same page as that of the 

mother, it says that “when Mom gets tired, another 

mom will take over the machine.” This is the kind 

of selfless ordinary heroism that the Soviet Union 

wanted to promote to the next generation. When 

workers are willing to put others’ needs before 

their own desires, more progress can be made. 

When workers stop thinking for themselves, they 

can start thinking for the collective. A collective 

workforce is much stronger than any one individual.  

 Collectivism is portrayed in the idea of selflessness, but it is also portrayed in the idea of 

sameness. A Song About Mother is about routine. When the bell rings, it’s time to go to work and 

to school. The book shows the bell ringing all over the city, showing that everyone has this same 

sense of duty and the same working routine. This sameness in circumstance does not mean that 

all Soviets look the same. Little Comrades (1936), shows children that communists have no 

racial and national barriers. No matter their race or nationality, everyone is sharing in the same 

collective struggle against bourgeois oppression.  

 The story depicts a “black brother,” a “yellow brother,” a “dark brother,” and a “white 

brother.”  They all have superficial differences. Their hair has different textures, or they speak in 

different languages. In the end, when their mothers’ sing them to sleep, the reader finds out that 

the boys’ fathers or mothers were spending their days doing hard labor for a boss. While the 

Figure 2: The power of labor. Illustration by Nina K. 1931 
This image was drawn by a girl in the 1930s and may show 

how the idea of a strong collective workforce may have 

resonated with her.  



mothers are all tired and weary, they assure their sons that one 

day they will grow strong and that they have brothers “in a 

foreign land.” And together in the future they will win “in fire 

and smoke.” This is a story of collective struggle spanning 

many nations. It is reminiscent of Marxist ideals. Everything 

from the lack of racial and national barriers, to the 

foreshadowing of another revolution, make this children’s book 

an excellent example of how the Soviets used literature to 

influence their children’s beliefs and teach them values.  

 A Song About Mother advocated industrialization and a 

collective workforce while Little Comrades advocated a collective struggle and Marxist 

ideology. Another story, About the Lazybones Ivanych advocated another common Soviet value, 

a good work ethic. The story depicts a boy called Lazybones because like his name would 

indicate, he spends his days wallowing around in bed. It also depicts a group of four other boys 

who are active and in every way Lazybones’ complete opposites. While Lazybones sleeps, they 

play, eat healthy foods, and do chores. What is particularly interesting, is that the boys never 

complain about the chores. In fact, they seem to think chores are fun. When the boys are digging, 

they say “We work eagerly and do not get tired at all. We are having fun and a song we sing, we 

sing, we sing.” The author portrays work as not only desirable but fun. This work ethic is 

reminiscent of the mother’s satisfied smile in the factory in A Song About Mother. In the end of 

the story the boys are playing Red Army and Lazybones decides he wants to play and be the 

commander. The boys laugh and say, “a bum wants to be a commander!” They say a boy like 

Lazybones could never be accepted into the army let alone become a commander. For a modern-

Figure 3: Little Comrades p9 
This image shows the father of the black brother 

working hard and being oppressed by a Bourgeois 

boss.  



day viewer, this might seem harsh, but this lesson was an important one to teach. Better to learn 

about the consequences of laziness as a child in a book, than to be tried as a leech as an adult and 

sent to a manual labor camp.  

 Another interesting thing to note about this book are the 

illustrations. There are sharp contrasts between the pictures of 

Lazybones and the pictures of the boys. Lazybones is depicted 

in dark colors while the boys are drawn in bright colors. Like A 

Song About Mother, the bright colors symbolize happiness. The 

hard-working boys are happy while Lazybones is miserable. 

Lazybones also looks pudgy and ugly compared to the other 

boys. A child could reason that this is because Lazybones 

doesn’t eat healthy or exercise like the boys do. In all, the moral 

of this story is if a Soviet child wants success, health, and 

happiness, he must work hard and eat healthy.   

Besides teaching a strong work ethic, About the 

Lazybones Ivanych, hints at another Soviet ideal. That ideal is patriotism. In the story, the boys 

play Red Army. This reverence for the Red Army is a sign of patriotism in the boys. Another 

story that depicts patriotism and pride is Our Enemies and Friends (1930). This book does 

exactly what the title would suggest, it describes who were the enemies and the friends of the 

Soviet Union. The first page illustrates the proud workers carrying their rifles and hammers. 

They look strong and organized. They represent the people of the Soviet Union. The next seven 

pages depict the enemies. The enemies vary from blood-thirsty Bourgeois Romanians to 

pompous White Guards to the toothless League of Nations. Enemies such as the League of 

Figure 4: About the Lazybones Ivanych p6 
You can clearly see that Lazybones is drawn in a 

contrasting way to that of the boys. This image 

also shows the boys happy at work.  



Nations are drawn in a comical way. They all seem 

silly or barbarous compared to the images of the 

friends. Towards the end of the book there is an 

image of the Red Army and Soviet Pioneers. Like 

the workers in the beginning, they are depicted as 

proud and noble. The book said they “are waiting 

for the battle signal, to battle with the class enemy.” 

So not only does this book depict the nobleness and 

pride of the Soviets compared to the enemies but 

like Little Comrades, it slips in some Marxist ideology about a class revolution. Being ready to 

fight for one’s country seems to be an idea that was especially encouraged in the Soviet Union 

through the reverence for the Red Army but also in the encouragement by adults for children to 

play war games.  

The reverence for the Red Army that is displayed in the books reverberates in the 

drawings of Soviet children at the time. Figure 6 shows a drawing of the Red Army and was 

titled The Power of the Red Army. In the image there are proud and strong looking men marching 

behind a cannon and one can see a tank, a truck, a blimp and a plane in the background. The 

stance of the men is similar to the stance of the men in Our Enemies and Friends, perhaps 

showing that the constant propaganda like that in the book, influenced the child’s drawing. The 

variety of vehicles is also interesting. The artist was definitely displaying the technological 

diversity and power of the Army as well.  

 

  

Figure 5: Our Enemies and Friends p7 
This image shows the league of nations. It says that the 

League is all bark and no bite and depicts them as dogs. This 

looks silly compared to the depictions of the Red Army later 

in the book. 

 



 Besides a reverence for the Red Army, the idea of being prepared and eager to fight is 

also shown in the primary sources of children. From the writings of children, it seems they were 

encouraged to play war games by the adults. Their attitudes towards these games, like the 

drawings, might indicate the influence of the propaganda.  

One author reminisced about her childhood in the later Soviet Union. In the 80s, the 

Army was still highly regarded. She remembered believing that her childhood was happy and 

was deeply patriotic. She said she remembered “the fun things: running with friends, 

unsupervised and hungry; playing ‘war’ with some children playing the role of Russians, others 

Germans” (Soldak). The fact that she classified playing war as a happy memory, indicates her 

childhood view of war and the army. Furthermore, she talked about her enthusiasm for what the 

party told her and what the party had her do including her annual participation in a “national 

military sports game called ‘Zarnitsa’ in which school children would play war games and learn 

basic field combat” (Soldak).  

Another primary source was a bit closer to the time the children’s books were released. 

This source shows the reverence and pride for the army as well. Volodya Chivilikhin was a boy 

living in Siberia during WWII. He wrote about war games at school as well. He wrote in his 

Figure 6: The power of the Red Army. Vasily Trifonov. Ten years. Moscow Region, 1934 



diary in April of 1941, “Today the military instructor scolded us for not wanting to play the war 

game ‘The Enemy’s Home Front’… I’d like to play but I haven’t got the right footwear” 

(Bromfield 432). The only reason why he doesn’t play is that he didn’t have the right clothes to 

be playing in the snow. He was in fact probably eager to play war as he revered his older brother 

who was in the Red Army. In September of 1944 he wrote about his brother Ivan who got the 

Red Star. He wrote “I am pleased and rather proud” (Bromfield 439). These simple words show 

not only his approval of his brother’s participation in the army, but his pride in his brother. There 

wouldn’t be this pride without a level of reverence and respect for the army. This may in part be 

due to propaganda such as what was shown in books such as Our Enemies and Friends.  

As historian, Lindsay Manz pointed out in her thesis, “it is always difficult, if not 

impossible, to quantify the effect that a cultural or mass-media message has on a population” 

(Manz). Although these drawings and writings might indicate the influence of Soviet 

propaganda, it is important to note that it is impossible to say for sure. What can be said for sure, 

is that the purpose of these books was to act as a tool to indoctrinate children, whether that 

attempt was successful or not, is what remains speculative to this day. 

In conclusion, whether it was due in part to the books or not, the children of the October 

Revolution carried the socialist dream forward for several generations. They were without the 

influence of pre-revolutionary society and had the benefit of being “tiny fish swimming through 

a sea of propaganda” (Soldak). Because of this propaganda they were perhaps more likely to 

encompass the Soviet ideals of collectivism, good work ethic, Marxist ideology, and patriotism. 

These traits would not only help them survive Soviet society but help keep the Soviet dream 

alive. If nothing else, propaganda such as the four books explored above, are an excellent 

window into understanding what Soviet leaders wanted their children to become. 
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