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In the 1920s and 1930s, authoritarian and totalitarian regimeswere established

in various European countries. The creation of a “New Man”, and methods of

total control over all spheres of his life, were central characteristics and nec-

essary conditions for their existence. In the Soviet Union, the New Man’s

formation was closely intertwined with various projects in the economic sec-

tor, such as industrialization, as well as in the social, cultural, and educational

spheres via campaigns like Ukrainization or the eradication of illiteracy. Ac-

cording to the Soviet authorities, all these campaigns were aimed at creating

a “new ideal world” and a New Soviet Man. Soviet propaganda, which was

represented through posters, newspapers, radio, cinema, and other popular

mediums, had a significant impact on the NewMan’s formation.

The“NewMan”was a termusedby theSoviet authorities to characterize the

image of a “real Soviet man”, who believed in the idea of revolution, was ready

to sacrifice his life for it, actively participated in socialist construction, and

obtained education in his free time. In the USSR, there were attempts to ex-

plain this term froman ideological point of view.Soviet ideologists of the 1920s

and 1930s, particularly Leon Trotsky andAnatoly Lunacharsky,wrote about the

NewMan in their works.1

The Soviet project of creating the New Man through education was com-

plex. It was not only about changing the social and economic conditions of

people’s lives, but also about changing their habits and lifestyles.To implement

these plans,many ideological projects were introduced focusing on the recon-

struction of physical spaces, changes to everyday habits, and the mastery of a

newmodel of speakingand remembering.This chapterwill consider thesepro-

cesses using several historical examples including socialist city construction,

the introduction of new socialist rituals, and new remembrance practices.
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Spaces

According to Michel de Certeau, creating a rationally organized space, freed

fromphysical,mental, and political threats to its existence,was one of the pre-

requisites for implementing utopian urban projects.2 The construction of so-

cialist cities next to outstanding industrial facilities during the first five-year

plan, such as the Kharkiv Tractor Plant (KhTP, or DniproHES), can be consid-

eredoneof themost radical projectswithinNewManeducation. Indeed,soviet

architectswere unanimous in their opinion that creating a fundamentally new

living space was necessary.However, there was no universal point of reference

or detailed view as to how this space would be created; during the 1920s and

1930s, much of this became centred on discussions held between the so-called

”urbanists” and ”desurbanists”. For their part, the Bolsheviks viewed socialist

cities as an open field for social experimentation with several projects for cre-

ating new cities and towns being developed in the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet

Republic during this period.3

Let us consider the socialist city of “New Kharkiv” both as an idea and its

construction’s implementation. Today, the town space is the centre of the In-

dustrial (1934–2016Ordzhonikidzevskyi) district of Kharkiv, located on the north-

eastern outskirts of the city with its construction having begun in 1930. It is

also known that German and American engineers and architects took part in

developing many of these exemplary socialist cities across the USSR, such as

Magnitogorsk andNovokuznetsk.However, the study of the State Institute for

UrbanDesign “Dipromisto” documentationmakes it possible to establish that,

in this case, design work for New Kharkiv was carried out by domestic archi-

tects under the guidance of P. Aloshyn.4 In the explanatory note to the master

plan of the city around KhTP, it was noted that it would not have any housing

shortages, unsanitary conditions or any of the other shortcomings character-

istic of “old” cities.5 The developers believed that to achieve this, it was neces-

sary to abandon the established principles of urban development and create

new housing and socio-cultural living conditions.6 According to the design-

ers’ plan, all KhTP employees would receive apartments in new “housing com-

plexes”. Each complex consisted of a set of buildings and premises necessary

to ensure the complete “socialization of the individual needs service.” Accord-

ing to the project, 36 “housing complexes” were to comprise eight to ten build-

ings, in which 2548 people would live. These also included a school, a club, a

canteen, a kindergarten, and a nursery. It was also planned for the houses to

be interconnected by special corridors-bridges at the second-floor level so that
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residents could visit any of their complex’s facilities without having to go out-

side.7 The idea of freeing women from the kitchen was especially key to im-

plementing the desired layout of these apartments.The authors of the project

noted that one of the shortcomings of the “old” Kharkiv was the social enslave-

ment of women in the household. According to the general design of the city,

there were no kitchens in the apartments, with workers having to instead eat

in public canteens.8 The program’s authors for planning and building up the

new city also provided exceptional conditions for cultural recreation among

KhTP workers, which were unavailable for employees of enterprises located in

Kharkiv.9 Each residential complex provided a special hall for cultural and ed-

ucational events and public meetings. The project also included the creation

of an administrative and cultural set,which included an administration build-

ing, a theatre, houses of culture, labor, physical culture and sports, cinema and

press houses, two hotels, museums, swimming pools, a park of culture, and

a football stadium. According to the project, this large number of objects was

planned to be erected within ten years.10

Fig. 2–2: A prospective plan of the apartment block for Traktorobud 3.

1930. TsDAMLUkrainy. F.8, op. 1, spr. 261.

Reprinted with permission.
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Theproject’s authors alsoplanned tohaveall residentsof “NewKharkiv” liv-

ing in multistorey communal buildings.While its construction plan proposed

the creation of 288 houses however, only 50 had been built by 1939.11 Conse-

quently, most KhTP workers did not receive a separate apartment in the 1930s

while the area’s ongoing housing crisis began to ease only in the mid-1950s.

Housing itself consisted of two varieties: one-roomapartments for singles and

two-room apartments for workers with families.The premises were quite spa-

cious,with high ceilings of 2.9metres and bathrooms and toilets.However, the

constructionproject’s omissionswerepromptlydiscoveredby thosemoving in.

TheKhTP’s deputy director Stukota promptly reported to the All-Russian Trac-

tor Association (VATO) that the designers’ calculations had turned out to be

incorrect: there were more rooms for singles than necessary and not enough

apartments for families. As a result, the management of the plant decided to

accommodate the families of several employees in roomsdesigned for only one

person.12The functional purpose of apartments for singles thus changed,with

this problem being repeatedly raised in the pages of the periodical press as

KhTPworkers’ correspondents sent letters tonewspaper editorial offices.Thus,

the brigadier of the first Komsomol battalion Radkevych sought to inform the

public of the challenges faced when seeking to provide the numerous “shock

workers” with suitable housing. In a letter to one of the major Soviet period-

icals, published in 1932, he claimed that the administration paid attention to

him only when it was necessary to fulfil the plan but did not consider his re-

quests to improve living conditions; the author himself lived in the same room

with seven other workers and slept on a wooden trestle bed.13 Therefore, the

sanitary and technical qualities of the apartments were reduced due to the ex-

cessive number of residents.

It should be noted that these particular workers came from the country-

side and gradually acclimatized to urban living conditions, adapting the space

within the new apartments to the suit needs of the everyday peasant life to

which they had been accustomed. It is worth recalling the case of the plant

director, P. Svystun, who reportedly saw a piglet being kept in the bathroom

of one of the apartments. In another, the owner had built a stove and chopped

wood right on the parquet.14 Under such conditions, the Bolsheviks’ idea for a

radical socialist restructuring of life proved impossible to realize as the Soviet

authorities failed to change the everyday habits of workers through the spe-

cific architectural solutions. Not only did these complex residents not live up

to the expectations of the Bolsheviks, they simply adapted many of their “old”

everyday practices to better suit their new living space.
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Practices

Introducing new revolutionary rituals into everyday life was an essential com-

ponent of the Soviet policy for forming a New Man. Nevertheless, Party lead-

ers and local cultural workers understood that it would be challenging to dis-

place the various ritualized features of traditionalUkrainian life; for this, itwas

necessary to offer socialist alternatives such as “red christenings” (oktiabryny),

or “red weddings”. Such measures merit closer study since they represented

a critical communication channel between the Soviet government and society.

Let us consider these demonstration events, initiated by the leaders ofworkers’

clubs or conscious “Soviet” people, as a cultural product offered to ordinary cit-

izens. One of these events was reflected in the pages of the regional press. On

May 11, 1925, the October holidays (oktiabryny) appeared as a significant event

in the life of the staff of theSecondStateConfectionery Factory.15 It is clear that

when covering this event, journalists somewhat exaggerated October’s impor-

tance. However, given the fact that the Soviet authorities advertised the ideas

of a new way of life as a cultural trend, such an occasion really could have gen-

erated great interest, although the work correspondents reported that partic-

ipants did not understand the purpose for holding these celebrations.16 “Red

christenings” can be considered a specific form of Soviet public entertainment

culture, which was also presented to the citizenry by the authorities. Accord-

ing to correspondents, a largenumber ofworkingpeople gathered towatch the

ceremony,culminating in the act offillingout aquestionnaire for thebaby.This

action was public, and questions and answers were read aloud to the accom-

paniment of an orchestra specially invited to attend. Interestingly, in addition

to biographical data (name and surname), the questionnaire also required the

parents toprovide information regarding their social origins and the child’s fu-

ture speciality,whichwas “chosen”and recorded.Thecouple then receivedgifts

from the factory committee and the Leninist Communist League of Youth of

Ukraine members.17 “Oktiabryny” were another such event, through which the

Soviet authorities sought todemonstrate their presence in the social space.The

ceremony was filled with semantic codes, the cyphers of which were known

to every member of the Soviet society. The first steps of the child’s socializa-

tion took place in the factory, which testified to the marginalized status of the

church within official discourse. The procedure’s publicity highlighted, for all

those who had gathered, the importance of collectivism as a form of organiz-

ing everyday practices.The orchestra, Komsomol guests, and the awarding of

parents with prizes reproduced the atmosphere of a solemn holiday.
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There is no evidence of how often such events were held. However,

analysing these examples makes it possible to understand how the authori-

ties used workers’ clubs to demonstrate new social values and spread them

through everyday practices. A demonstrative “red wedding”, for example,

took place on January 15, 1924, in the club for food industry workers.The next

day, the city newspaper drew readers’ attention to the fact that the ceremony

had been held at a club, not a church.18 Therefore, the authorities attempted

to demonstrate the existence of an alternative to sustainable traditions and

provided examples of new social relations that were to become role models.

Press correspondents portrayed the newlyweds as model citizens who had

abandoned established norms and married in a new revolutionary ritual,

the wedding itself evoked a solemn meeting of the cultural commission, at

which the question of marriage was regarded. The club’s management made

a welcoming speech, telling the audience about this new way of life’s essence

and social significance.The newlyweds, who were themselves members of the

trade union of food industry workers, were married and pledged to join the

ranks of the Communist Youth Union.

Fig. 2–3:Workers club of ShestoparkTheatre. New Year’s Eve, 1924. Kharkiv Historical

Museum. Reprinted with permission.
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The Soviet authorities tried to use workers’ clubs to demonstrate to work-

ers how the foundations of this new socialist order would be established by

introducing them into people’s daily lives. Such ideas for this new way of life

were put into practice through ceremonial events and public presentations as

an ideological product that the authorities offered to “use” in the hope of re-ed-

ucating society.

Memory

The 1920s and 1930s were a period when various campaigns were introduced

across the USSR in order to educate the New Man and establish control over

him, including his memory and understanding of the past. Soviet ideologists

used memory to form a “new person”, which was characterized by a new

identity and language, as well as an appropriate attitude towards the state, the

team, and workplace.

Soviet commemorative practices in the interwar period were greatly influ-

encedbypropaganda,aswell as by specially created commissions thatwere en-

gaged in writing Soviet history: The Commission for the Study of the October

RevolutionHistory and theHistory of the Communist Party, or “Istpart”which

was established in the 1920s, and the Commission on the History of the Facto-

ries and Plants, abbreviated as the “HFP Commission”, founded in the 1930s.

Both commissions had a similar structure comprising a central commission

in Moscow with branches in each republican as well as local commissions and

even ones overseeing individual factories. These commissions included party

leaders, historians, and the HFP Commission also employed its own writers,

its leading ideologist being the proletarian author Maxim Gorky. In order to

write a “correct” version of history, these commissions turned to the collection

ofmemoirs authored by those who had participated in revolutionary events as

well as workers.

Both commissions, when collecting these memories, used similar tech-

niques. Istpart collected and recorded memories by organizing so-called

“memory evenings” and sending letters of request to members of the Soviet

publicwhohadparticipated in revolutionary events encouraging themtowrite

memoirs and complete questionnaires. Moreover, using these memories, Ist-

part created the “correct” version of Soviet history based on the class principle,

with the October Revolution serving as an important event. In the 1930s, the

focus of attention within the politics of memory shifted from the issue of
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revolution to socialist construction, as the drive toward industrialization was

proclaimed and became the Soviet Union’s main priority.

Methods for collecting and fixing the memories of socialist construction

continued with the traditions initiated by Istpart. These involved holding

“memory evenings”, individual conversations, and workers writing their

memoirs in response to requests from editorial boards. However, there was

a significant difference which meant that the workers’ memoirs collected by

the HFP Commission were to be a primary source for recording the origins of

new industrial buildings rather than simply being used as evidence to confirm

the Bolshevik version of history. Furthermore, from the beginning of the five-

year plans, propaganda actively disseminated information about workers’

achievements and records in factories and plants.

Fig. 2–4:Workers from the Kholodnohirs’kyi raion on 1May 1923. Kharkiv Historical

Museum. Reprinted with permission.
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In addition, it was not only the commissions’ influence that was an es-

sential aspect of the formation of the New Man’s memory but also the ways

in which the authors of these memories, in particular workers, learned to

present themselves and narrate their pasts in the “right” way. A key example

is the collected autobiographies of the workers of the DniproHES.This appeal

to DniproHES is not accidental; after all, Soviet propaganda considered the

plant to be a symbol of the first and second five-year plans and one of the

most outstanding examples of industrialization in bothUkraine and thewider

Soviet Union. Situated near the city of Zaporizhzhia in southeast Ukraine, the

construction of the Dnipro Hydroelectric Station lasted from 1927 to 1939 and

received its name from its location on the Dnipro, the longest river in Ukraine.

The official opening took place in 1932 though some of the facilities had still

not been completed by then.

The Commission, engaged in writing the history of DniproHES from 1933

to 1934, paid great attention to the collection of workers’ autobiographies and

memoirs, sending out personal requests for them to write about themselves

and their participation in the construction of this hydroelectric power station.

These requests generally concerned those who had moved to another place of

work after the power station’s completion. Since it was necessary to obtain in-

formation only in written form, only forepersons and engineers, rather than

the ordinary laborers, were engaged in this process. This was justified by the

assumption that those who held the highest positions were educated, unlike

much of the regular labor force who remained illiterate, despite the literacy

campaign of the 1920s. In addition, all of the authors were male, not female,

explained by the fact that men, rather than women, still occupied most lead-

ership positions in Soviet society. Although, as a result of emancipation, some

women’s brigades were formed, and several well-known female shock workers

were employed at DniproHES. As evidenced by the Commission’s documents

on the history of DniproHES (stored in the State Archive of Zaporizhzhia re-

gion), women did not write autobiographies or memoirs. However, many still

provided oral testimonies detailing the various roles they had played in the

plant’s construction.

However, it should be clarified that only those who had started working

at DniproHES during the 1920s had to submit a biography. Still, in the 1930s,

theCommission collected autobiographies of thosewhohad alreadyworked at

other sites. In such away, the concept of “new Soviet people”was implemented

– even the people’s past had to correspond to the ideological frame. A worker

seeking a position at DniproHES was required to provide an autobiography,
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which included information about their origins, family, education, and pre-

vious places of employment. A special commission was created to verify the

information provided in this document and to write relevant requests to the

workplaces, where the potential employee claimed to have previously worked.

Such attention to autobiographical information stemmed from the fact

that certain social groups were not permitted to work at Soviet industrial

facilities. These included “kulaks”, priests, and everyone who had belonged to

the privileged classes under the previous Tsarist regime, as well as those who

participated in theUkrainian nationalmovement from 1917 to 1921. Soviet pro-

paganda proclaimed that these groups should not be allowed to work at plants

and factories because their activities would be aimed at undermining socialist

construction. As Sheila Fitzpatrick notes, “Class was a major component of

the Soviet identity and the autobiographical picture”.19

This process of submitting one’s autobiography and the attention focused

on the workers’ pasts was a common practice in all Soviet factories and plants

during this early period. Moreover, people were searching for the ideal depic-

tionof their past, influencedbypropagandaandobservationsofwhatwashap-

pening with social groups that could not integrate into Soviet society. Some-

times they constructed their autobiographies subconsciously, copying the pro-

paganda messages they heard.This sometimes led to them incorporating cer-

tain clichés ad hoc, for example, in order to hide one’s “wrong” origin and re-

ceived their desired job. In this regard, an autobiographymight serve a kind of

ticket to a brighter future.Olena Stiazhkina clarified some of the ways that or-

dinary people used to construct their past in the autobiographies, such as seek-

ing topresent the “right”origin byplacing an emphasis on childhoodpoverty.20

Let us analyse two examples of autobiography from this period. The first

was written by Arsenii Zhukov, “the head of the railway transport operation of

the right and left banks”.21Theeditors personally addressedhimwith a request

to provide his memoirs: “In accordance with your request, now I am report-

ingmy autobiography and outstandingmoments of the DniproHES construc-

tion”.22 His memoirs have been preserved both in the original version (hand-

written) and typewritten, of which there are two printed versions.23 The texts

contain a familiar list of questions such as origin, training,work, and rewards.

It ismentioned that hewas born into a peasant family but,due to their poverty,

whenhewas three or four years of age hewas taken in by another family for ed-

ucational reasons. It isunknownwhether thiswas the real reason.For instance,

it is written that he was unable to remember howmuch land they had owned,

but it is noted that they had had two horses.24 Considering the second remark,
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the emphasis on poverty may be somewhat exaggerated since the presence of

the indicatednumberof livestockat thebeginningof the 20th centurypoints to

whatwould have represented a reasonably average level of wealth for a peasant

family.

The primary attention in the autobiography is given to the description of

the DniproHES construction, however, with the author himself seemingly be-

coming less and less important in his own life story. Indeed, he increasingly

appears not even as part of the labor team but as merely an anonymous piece

in a mass of people and machines, the details of his personal life and family

having been squeezed into the framework of an ideologically necessary plot.

Analysing Soviet biographies, Stiazhkina notes that “People wrote their sto-

ries, of course,with the goal inmind. First of all, they searched for andwrote a

‘correct biography’, that is, demonstrating the naivety of class consciousness,

true social origin, professional training and individual qualities”.25

Writing memoirs about the DniproHES construction also served as a tool

for teaching a worker to speak of himself primarily as part of a team, not an

individual. This idea finds confirmation in autobiography of one Veselago, an

engineer from Yaroslavl who also sent his memoirs, dated January 24, 1934, to

the DniproHES editorial office:

The work at DniproHES was so imbued with a collective idea, everyone was

so inspired by teamwork that it is challenging for me to single out my role in

the common cause. If I take credit for anything, it is the ability to be critical

of American technology, the ability to choose what we need, to combine it

with Soviet methods of work and to unite the team of workers on the left

bank into a friendly family moving towards a common goal. Without sup-

pressing the initiative, but without violating the one-person principle.26

The author’s attention to the equipment is not incidental since he had previ-

ously gone on a business trip to the United States in 1928, in order to study

American construction equipment.27 However, he described his trip quite

dryly and entirely without emotion. Veselago focused only on technology,

and there were no impressions or judgments about what he had seen in the

country that very much belonged to the capitalist world. The author wrote

on the subject of this trip as carefully as possible, despite the editorial board

members’ interest in it. The latter’s confirmation is found in the highlighted

passages about the journey in one of the variants of the memoir’s text.28 The

fact that he was chosen for the trip may indicate his recognized qualifications

and, at the same time, his reliability. However, there are some doubts about

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466643-022 - am 14.02.2026, 07:44:32. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839466643-022
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


216

the latter. At the beginning of his autobiography, he indicates his parents’

own occupation as merely being “employees”, which was also a kind of cliché

and veiled the exact type of work. He had seemingly completed his higher

education during the October Revolution, graduating in May 1917 from the

Leningrad Institute of Communications Engineers – which indicates the

Soviet name for the institute. In addition, he remained non-partisan in 1934.29

His testimony about military service is also quite cautious, “I was not in mil-

itary service, I did not serve in any armies”30, although he would have been

24 years old in 1917. On the one hand, it was a standard phrase that should be

written in an autobiography alongside not having any criminal convictions,

which he also notes. Conversely, his statement on military service can also be

regarded as a signal that in 1917 he had not supported the Bolsheviks’ political

enemies.

Research into these autobiographies reveals that workers were expected to

learn the rules of correct self-presentation as part of a team and within the

context of the industrialization campaign. Jochen Hellbeck emphasizes that

Soviet workers’ self-talk was constantly integrated into the context of nation-

wide campaigns.31 However, collected by the Commission for writing Dnipro-

HES history autobiographies had the genre of memories.The authors did not

just retell their past but had to give the details of theirwork atDniproHES.As a

result, the authors’ personalities tended to exist at the periphery while discus-

sion of large-scale construction occupied the central part of their narratives.

We can state that publicity and collectivism, as the New Soviet Man’s

virtues,were formed asmuch by the authorities aswell as via slogans and pop-

ular campaigns, and became embedded in people’s daily lives.The authorities

tried to present the Soviet project of a New Man as attractive to society in the

1920s and 1930s. They encouraged the introduction of new rites, such as the

October (oktiabryny) and red weddings, and turned them into a performance,

the participants of which received gifts. Utopian ideas for creating a new

society therefore became part of everyday Soviet life.

The industrialization and the modernization of society raised the prob-

lem of mass resettlement of workers near to their respective enterprises.

The so-called “socialist cities” were designed to solve this problem with open

spaces, those who lived in these places would supposedly to contribute to

assimilating socialist ideals. In order for everyone to eat in the dining room,

for example, apartments were designed without kitchens, thus, the private

occurrence of a family meal became impossible. Newly constructed socialist

cities, such as New Kharkiv, were symbolically opposed to the old ones with
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the press emphasizing the rationality of their urban space in terms of the

absence of a city centre, or a large number of green spaces.

Self-awareness is the main characteristic of a man.The upbringing of the

new Soviet person also assumed the assimilation of new (self-)representation

practices. Analysis of autobiographies and memoirs shows that people imi-

tated this political canon in their own texts, searching for an ideologically cor-

rect version of their biography. The creation of several similar texts thus con-

tributed to one’s self-awareness as a Soviet person.
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