
Mezinárodní časopis
pro dějiny výchovy a vzdělání

International Review
for History of Education

Národní pedagogické muzeum
a knihovna J. A. Komenského

Technická univerzita
v Liberci

Praha 2021

7
2021



Vedoucí redaktor  Editor-in-chief
doc. PhDr. Tomáš Kasper, Ph.D. (tomas.kasper@tul.cz)

Zástupkyně vedoucího redaktora  Deputy Editor
PhDr. Markéta Pánková (pankova@npmk.cz)

Redakční rada  Editorial Board
prof. PhDr. Martin Holý, Ph.D. (Historický ústav Akademie věd ČR)
doc. PhDr. Dana Kasperová, Ph.D. (Technická univerzita v Liberci)
prof. PhDr. Milena Lenderová, CSc. (Univerzita Pardubice)
prof. PhDr. Karel Rýdl, CSc. (Univerzita Pardubice)
doc. Mgr. Jaroslav Šebek, Ph.D. (Univerzita Karlova v Praze a Akademie věd ČR)
doc. PhDr. Růžena Váňová, CSc. (Filozofická fakulta Univerzity Karlovy v Praze)
Mgr. Magdaléna Šustová (Muzeum hlavního města Prahy)
Dr. Marta Brunelli, Ph.D. (University of Macerata)
prof. Dr. Marcelo Caruso (Humboldt Universität Berlin)
prof. Dr. Lucien Criblez (Universität Zürich)
prof. Andreas Fritsch (Deutsche Comenius Gesellschaft)
prof. Dr. Gerald Grimm (Universität Klagenfurt)
prof. Dr. Andreas Hoffmann-Ocon (Pädagogische Hochschule Zürich)
prof. PhDr. Blanka Kudláčová, Ph.D. (Trnavská univerzita v Trnave)
prof. Dr. Eva Matthes (Universität Augsburg)
prof. Dr. András Németh (Eötvös Loránd Tudományegyetem Budapest)
prof. Dr. Jürgen Oelkers (Emeritus Professor Universität Zürich)
prof. PhDr. Jaroslav Pánek, DrSc., dr.h.c. (Historický ústav Akademie věd ČR)
prof. Dr. Simonetta Polenghi, Ph.D. (Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore Milano)
prof. Dr. Edvard Protner (Univerza v Mariboru)
prof. Dr. Dr.h.c. Ehrenhard Skiera (Univ. Prof. a.D. Europa-Universität Flensburg)

Výkonná redaktorka  Executive Editor
Mgr. Lucie Krausová (krausova@npmk.cz)

Vydavatelé  Publishers
Národní pedagogické muzeum a knihovna J. A. Komenského
Valdštejnská 20, 118 00 Praha 1, Česká republika, IČ 61387169, www.npmk.cz

Technická univerzita v Liberci, Fakulta přírodovědně-humanitní a pedagogická
Studentská 1402/2, 461 17 Liberec 1, Česká republika, IČ 46747885, www.tul.cz

Obálka a grafická úprava  Cover and Graphic Design
Pavel Průša

Sazba  Type Setting
Lucie Krausová

Tisk  Printed by
Tiskárna PROTISK, s. r. o., Rudolfovská 617, 370 01 České Budějovice, Česká republika

Časopis Historia scholastica vychází 2× ročně.
Historia scholastica is published twice a year.

Indexováno v  Indexed in
Ulrich’s Periodicals Directory, EBSCO, ERIH+, DOAJ

ISSN 1804-4913 (print), ISSN 2336-680X (online)
Číslo registrace MK ČR E 22258

Historia scholastica
Číslo 1, srpen 2021, ročník 7
Number 1, August 2021, Volume 7



11Historia scholastica 1/2021 7    Studie  Studies

Abstract The New Soviet Man has been 
studied primarily from the perspective of its 
creators, propagators of Communist ideo-
logy, while the recipients of the New Soviet 
Man project and its immediate end users, 
namely pupils and teachers were largely
ignored. Hence, the present research, while 
capturing and utilizing the experience of So-
viet Latvia from 1945 to 1985, sets the research 
questions as to how the image of the New 
Soviet Man was presented and introduced 
at schools and how the concept of the New 
Soviet Man was perceived and utilised by the 

“objects” of this state contract – teachers and 
pupils. The research corpus includes 26 text-
books, 265 school photos and 367 student pro-
file records. For the research purposes, four 

discursive domains of the New Soviet Man project were identified, namely, socio-bio-
logical discourse (gender, body, sexuality and health); social discourse (social class); 
spatial discourse (nationality) and discourse of individuality (personality, character 
traits). Given that the dictatorship unavoidably engenders the conflict of interests 
and resistance, the research corpus allowed to detect some tiny openings for the op-
pressed to express their views, some elements of pupils’ and teachers’ subtle resist-
ance to the creation of the New Soviet Man, by using horizontal solidarity, avoidance, 
and slipping into the Grey Zone.

Keywords New Soviet Man, propaganda, hidden resistance, Soviet education
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Introduction
The vision of a new, ideal person is as old as education. The list of vis-
ionaries is long – both the ancient Greeks and Romans, the utopians 
Campanella and Thomas More, and the activists of the New School 
movement, the New Man/Overman is also a concept in Nietzsche’s 
philosophy of Übermensch (Prozorov, 2013, p. 210). Social reformers 
present the New Man as the ideal product of reform and it sells espe-
cially well in the field of education, as all education is a story of becom-
ing in a must-be form. For educators, the idea of a New Man is close and 
exciting, because they always strive to create the ideal from the con-
stantly criticised body of current students. Besides, as Burbules (2016) 
maintains, the word “new” has magical power, because the new will 
always be better than the old, the new is “exciting” and “cool” (p. 9). 

The New Man is also a promising research material for historians, as 
the New Man embodies the ideals and pedagogical practice of a par-
ticular era: for example, the dissatisfaction of decision-makers with 
educational output so that schools are repeatedly required to create 
new types of people.

Inevitably, the fabrication of a New Man was integrated in the Soviet 
school agenda. The New Man project complied with the Bolshevik uto-
pian ideas of destroying the old world after the October Revolution of 
1917 and creating a whole new society. The “old” members of society 
had to be reborn and at the same time had to nurture the New Soviet 
Man (see Ķestere & Rubene, 2017).

The New Soviet Man has been studied primarily from the perspect-
ive of its creators, propagators of Communist ideology (e.g., Ķestere & 
Rubene, 2017; Svičiulienė, 2016; Kogan, 2011; Savage & Velikanova, 2011), 
while the recipients of the New Soviet Man project and its immediate 
end users, namely pupils and teachers were largely ignored. Hence, 
the aim of this research is to compare the official concept of the New 
Soviet Man with the implementation of this concept in educational 
practice. The research poses two questions as to how the image of 
the New Soviet Man was presented at schools, and how the concept 
of the New Soviet Man was perceived and implemented by the “objects” 
of this state contract – teachers and pupils?

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
Fernández González
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Though the concept of the New Soviet Man was supposed to refer 
to both genders, the public discourse in the Soviet Union was men-con-
trolled and the New Soviet Man was to some extent their self-por-
trait. Likewise, the official texts clearly emphasise the masculine part 
of that Soviet creature – for example, “Communist morality covers vari-
ous facets of man […] as a worthy son of his nation” (Ogorodnikov & 
Shimbirev, 1946, p. 56). Therefore, the term “the New Soviet Man” 
is deliberately used in this study.

Discourses of the New Soviet Man
The project of the New Soviet Man was not a constant, stagnant concept. 
It changed with the transformation in the political course of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union and the subsequent campaigning. 
However, the existing scholarship allows us to identify four stable dis-
courses of the New Soviet Man, following Foucault (1972) terms where 
discourse is considered as a system of thought, knowledge, or commu-
nication which constructs our experience of the world.

The given discourses were established mainly on the basis of the 
following scholarship: (1) upbringing in the Soviet education system 
(Ķestere & Krūze, 2013); (2) Prozorov (2013, 2016) the concept of biopol-
itics, which is revealed through the state control exercised by Stalin’s 
power over the bodies of its citizens; (3) Tromly’s work on Soviet intel-
ligence in the context of class relations in the USSR (2014), as well as 
research on the “most valuable” classes as identified by the commun-
ist rule (Ķestere & Rubene, 2017); (4) Depaepe’s work (2009, 2012) on 
colonialism, which examines the relationship between colonisers and 
indigenous people, supported by the studies by Silova (2019) and Silova 
and Palandjian (2018) on the “nation learning” in the Soviet Empire.

These four discourses of the New Soviet Man remained unchanged 
and were perpetually rooted in all spheres of Soviet life, declaring cer-
tain state requirements in each of them.

Socio-biological Discourse: Gender, Body, Sexuality and Health
The socio-biological discourse focuses on the New Man as a biological 
being. The body, like everything in the Soviet Union, was no longer the 
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property of the individual, either figuratively or often even literally, but 
was governed, controlled, and regulated by state institutions (Hewitt, 
2001, p. 228). The New Soviet Man set off in the land of the Soviets as 
a vulgar socio-biological concept, when in the spirit of eugenics of the 
1920s, the fabrication of the perfect man was planned by coupling ideal 
communist men and women (Savage & Velikanova, 2011; Kogan, 2011, 
p. 165). However, from the 1930s onwards, the concept of a hereditary 
substance was denied in the USSR (Babkov, 2001), and in 1936, a Com-
munist Party decree banned paedology (Kogan, 2011, p. 167) – a com-
bined pedagogical, psychological and medical approach that emphas-
ised heredity. The ideas of eugenics were put to an end in Soviet public 
space. However, the state’s concern for the body of the New Man did 
not waver, only its fabrication was refocused from a biological task 
onto a pedagogical task entrusted to the Communist Party function-
aries, scholars and teachers. The body had to be healthy and product-
ive, and it was cared for and looked after by the state (Prozorov, 2013, 
2016), supporting and funding regular health check-ups and physical 
activities (see Ķestere, Stonkuvine & Rubene, 2020). For instance, in 
1931 a special state programme was implemented ‘Ready for Labour 
and Defence of the USSR’ (GDA) that defined physical condition cri-
teria for all Soviet citizens aged from 10 to 60. The participation in this 
programme was mandatory for all USSR pupils until the very collapse 
of the Soviet empire in 1991.

Social Discourse: Social Class
This discourse defines the New Man according to the class affiliation, 
where class becomes a criterion of human value or race, creating obvi-
ous associations with the racial theory of Nazism. The flawless “coming 
from” the working class or the peasantry became the entrance ticket to 
the Soviet elite, leaving the bourgeoisie and the “rotten” intelligentsia 

“behind the gate” (see Tromly, 2014). A stamp of class affiliation was 
affixed to a Soviet pupil in official documents, indicating the occupa-
tion of his parents or defining his origin from ‘workers’, ‘farmers’ or 

‘servants’, with the last category meaning non-productive workers, 
including intelligentsia. When the word ‘intelligentsia’ was mentioned, 

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
Fernández González
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the term ‘Soviet’ was added to emphasise that a new society had been 
established in the USSR, which also included this ‘non-productive’ 
group. For example, in the 1963 edition of the Soviet Latvia Demo-
graphic Report, ‘intelligentsia’ is named as follows: “[…] Soviet intel-
ligence coming from the depths of the people” (Mežgailis, 1963, p. 113).

Spatial Discourse: Nationality
This discourse is, in fact, the discourse of colonisation. In colonised 
societies, the value of a man in the eyes of the power elite grows as he 
aligns himself with and acquires likeness of colonisers, who are always 
convinced of the superiority of their culture, language and lifestyle (see 
Depaepe, 2012; 2009). The New Soviet Man project, using the termin-
ology of colonial studies, also envisaged the “civilising” of colonised 
nations or indigenous population, making them uniform Soviet citizens, 
with Russia playing the role of a model, “metropolis” or “elder brother” 
(see Kelertas, 2006). The blending of the nations living in the territ-
ory of the Soviet Union into the Russian-speaking Soviet people was 
declared in the Communist Party programme of 1961, which provided 
for the “eradication of national differences, especially language differ-
ences” (XXII sjezd […], 1962, p. 313).

Discourse of Individuality: Personality, Character Traits
This is the discourse of Soviet morality. The morality of the Soviet man 
was declared a new type – class morality, but in fact included all the 
traditional middle-class virtues – helpfulness, modesty, diligence, con-
scientiousness and kindness.

However, these virtues were framed by hatred. The New Soviet Man 
had to learn to hate, and his list of enemies was long: the bourgeoisie, 
the aristocracy, the capitalists, the exploiters, the instigators of war, 
the nationalists, the chauvinists, the racists, the philistines, the ser-
vants of religion, and so on. The Communist Party documents became 
a means to combat these enemies, and, thus, using Eastwood’s (2011) 
term, “lessons of hatred” entered pedagogical books. For example, 
a textbook written by Ilyina (1969) and intensively and extensively 
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used by Latvian teachers for decades, mentions intolerance four times 
in relation to the violation of social interests, injustice, social parasit-
ism, unfairness, careerism, and acquisitiveness, racial and national 
dislike and the enemies of communism (pp. 99–106). The essence of 
Soviet virtue education was clear: “communist virtue must be under-
stood as an action, it calls to fight” (Jesipovs & Gončarovs, 1948, p. 246).

All four discourses were to materialise in the image of the New 
Soviet Man, a generalisation of “master fiction” (Calhoun, 2014, p. 27) 

created and controlled by the ruling regime, an “idealised presentation 
of themselves to their subordinates” (Scott, 1990, p. 54) – a benchmark 
to strive for (or pretend to be).

Our study approached the materialisation or representation of 
the New Soviet Man in theory and practice in three groups of sources: 
1) in textbooks, 2) in photographs, and 3) in pupils’ profiles. All selec-
ted sources cover the period from 1945, when the Soviet occupation 
returned to Latvia after the WWII, and until 1985, when Gorbachev’s 
perestroika began.

The Propagated Image of the New Soviet Man: 
Textbook Testimonies
To reconstruct the materialised image of the New Soviet Man, school 
textbooks, especially primers and readers were analysed, because the 
primer and the first reader not only teach to read and write but also 
shape the child’s worldview and the value canon (Grever & Van der Viles, 
2017). To paraphrase Foucault, the textbook was another weapon of 

“normalization” next to teachers in a Soviet school. The textbooks in 
the Soviet Union were a very effective promulgator of the official state 
opinion, a guide in sifting “right” from “wrong” shaping the world-
view of both teachers and pupils. The wife of the Bolshevik leader 
Lenin, an ideologist and founder of communistic education Nadezhda 
Krupskaya (1869–1939) emphasised that textbooks should be based on 

“large, principal political issues” (Krupskaya, 1931/1959). Hence, clear 
and evident is the message that the task of the textbooks in Soviet 
schools is not only providing knowledge but also propagating definite 

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
Fernández González
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political ideology. The watchful eyes of censors followed this perform-
ance.

The added value of textbooks is in the pictorial representation of 
the Soviet Man which accompanied the descriptions of the same. The 
image often illustrates the generalisation (Burke, 2001, p. 187), as well 
as sends a “moral message” (Dekker, 2012, p. 49). The Soviet textbooks 
included the entire Soviet world, and this world was impeccable and 
correct (Vails & Geniss, 2006, pp. 77‒78). Thus, the image of the New 
Man in the textbook can be seen as a generalised ideal or role model. 
The regular repetitiveness of symbols ensures their efficacy (Calhoun, 
2014, p. 35), and textbooks were a useful means to sustain this effic-
acy – the image of the New Man travelled from class to class up the 
educational ladder.

To identify the image of the New Soviet Man, 26 textbooks pub-
lished in Riga and available at Georg Eckert Institute for International 
Textbook Research collection (Braunschweig, Germany) were analysed.

Indeed, the ideal image of the New Soviet Man should be the 
Leader, who, like a saint or Cinderella, has gone through hardships 
and as a seasoned man fulfilled the dreams of the people and has 
acquired an unquestionable authority (see Svičiulienė, 2016). Yet, the 
Leader could only be worshipped, and it was not possible to reach his 
heights. The Leader was one and unique, hence, it was necessary to find 
an earthy model that an ordinary person could match. Therefore, the 
Soviet people were offered a generalised replica of the Leader, namely, 
a soldier of the Soviet Army (Lazda, 2005, p. 105, 107). He met well 
the values propagated in all four discourses of the New Soviet Man: 
the soldier was healthy and physically well built, otherwise he would 
not be able to fulfil his duties as a defender of the motherland against 
internal and external enemies. The soldier belonged to the “right” class, 
because the army in the Soviet Union was emphatically positioned as 
a unifier of all classes and groups of society, expressed by the slogan 

“People and the army are united”. The nationality of the soldier did not 
matter, because the contingent of the Soviet army communicated only 
in Russian, while the uniform levelled down any social and national 
differences. A soldier also has all the declared moral qualities – he 
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is portrayed in textbooks as brave, disciplined, helpful, modest, he 
defends the weak and fights against enemies, he is a hero, he is a “real 
man” (see Citoviča & Arbitere, 1982, p. 41; Šprunka, 1955, p. 99).

Of the 26 textbooks analysed, 20 (76.9%) contain texts and pic-
tures that offer a highly positive image of a Soviet army soldier. This 
construct, namely the soldier, was easy to understand, gave clear guid-
ance for the collective identity (Calhoun, 2014, p. 34) and served per-
fectly all kinds of propaganda.

The ideal of a man is clear, but what should the New Soviet Man in 
a female body, as Gradskova (2007) says, be like? The existent scholar-
ship reveals that the role of women in Soviet society was complex and 
multidimensional: to work like a man and produce a new generation 
of citizens, while also caring for the family, self-educating and doing 
sports (see Ķestere, Stonkuviene & Rubene, 2020). “She was glorified 
for her capacity to work like a man, and at the same time celebrated 
for her nurturance and her willingness to sacrifice herself for others” 
(Attwood, 1999, p. 11, 13). The image of a healthy, strong and working 
mother is communicated by a poem published in a textbook: the author 
asks, who is a person that cares for a baby with a smile on her lips and 
song in her voice, that operates a plane, works with the surgeon’s knife, 
knows how to shoot and ski in the snowstorm? Who is the person that 
always performs her tasks excellently, moves through the path of life 
securely and proudly in both the sun and rain? (Landa & Ļebedinska, 
1947, p. 70). One can find the answer at the end of the poem: this hero 
is a Soviet woman – the same soldier, only in a woman’s body.

Implementation of the New Soviet Man Project at School
Thus, the state concept of the New Soviet Man was introduced into 
school classrooms with the help of an intensive and effective tool – 
textbooks. However, to what extend were the pupils and teachers of 
Soviet Latvia in practice ready to comply with the state request by being 
reborn in the New Soviet Man and raising him?

The image of the New Soviet Man entered Latvia with the Soviet army 
in 1940. Latvia – as well as other Baltic States, Estonia and Lithuania – 
were independent countries in the interwar period (1918–1940), but 

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
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were annexed into the Soviet Union in 1940 and remained under Soviet 
dictatorship until 1991. In each newly acquired territory, the troops are 
followed by a propaganda team, destroying the symbols and myths of 
the natives and replacing them with new ones. Likewise, in the territ-
ory of the Baltic States, along with the Soviet troops in 1940, intensive 
Soviet propaganda was launched, whose focus immediately became on 
the school: “[…] almost all ideological systems, whatever their nature, 
have tried to impose their values and norms by disciplining individu-
als through schooling. In this sense, schools were considered powerful 
instruments in socialising people according to the ideological or polit-
ical references of the system” (Southwell & Depaepe, 2019, p. 2). Com-
munist conceptions of world order were made known since childhood 
and were systematically reinforced throughout one’s life, where edu-
cational institutions, as disciplinarians of body and spirit, occupied 
an exceptionally important place. The Soviet school helped to organ-
ise and discipline society, taught the individual to assess and control 
himself (Kogan, 2011, p. 166; Popkewitz, 1988, p. 88).

However, in Soviet Latvia, school classrooms were populated by 
former residents of free Latvia, and in later years – their descendants, 
who had grown up with parents’ stories about the independent Latvian 
state. A clash between the Soviet dictatorship’s efforts to sovietise the 
Latvian people and the interests of Latvians to preserve their iden-
tity, which was carefully safeguarded in their collective memory, was 
inevitable. However, Stalin’s repression had taught Soviet citizens 
self-censorship. Since the 1960s, fear no longer dominated people’s 
minds, but considering recent experience, all Latvian families in a pub-
lic space reminded each other of being cautious (see Abens, 2015).

To reveal how the image of the New Soviet Man propagated in 
textbooks was adopted in the reality of a Latvian school, the official 
ambition was compared against unpublished photographs and pupils’ 
graduation reports.

Since 2014, together with students, we have been collecting pho-
tos of Soviet pupils in the school environment. There are not many 
such photographs, because in the 1940s–1980s photography was not 
a daily occurrence. From a collection of more than 400 photographs, 
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256 images were selected for this study. In these photographs, the 
pupils are in the classroom, and they are undeniably conscious of 
the camera’s and thus the photographer’s “eye” – hence, it is a staged 
event, where the pupils are prepared to be “photographed” and have 
chosen how to look in the photograph. The pupils are also supervised 
by the teacher’s watchful eye.

Undeniably, the choice of what to do in the official class photo-
graph is limited – the pupils sit on school benches, stand in a group 
at the blackboard in front of the classroom, write in a notebook, look 
into a book or listen to the teacher’s story. However, the synchron-
icity of pupils’ activities is striking – if they write, everyone does so, if 
they read – everyone does the same, and the same with other activit-
ies. Of the 256 photographs, 203 (79.3%) attest to all the activities of 
the pupils being synchronous, the pupils are frozen in a certain posi-
tion. The pupils are most often seen sitting on benches with their arms 
crossed on the desk: these are 123 (48.0%) images out of 256. When 
standing upright and holding their hands to the side, pupils are seen 
in 27 (10.5 %) photographs, while 53 photographs (20.7%) capture the 
whole class looking into the book, writing or listening to the teacher 
synchronously. The resemblance to the army is reinforced by the uni-
forms: everyone is well-groomed, wearing simple and cheap student 
uniforms and badges of affiliation with children’s and youth commun-
ist organisations – Red Pioneers and Communist Youth (Komsomol).

The regiment of the New Soviet Man and his subjection to order 
revealed in the photos, permeated the whole educational process: 
Soviet pupils followed certain rituals – at the beginning of the lesson 
they stood up to greet the teacher, spoke only after raising their hands 
and receiving the teacher’s permission, taking occasional walks in the 
school hallways during the scheduled breaks, and learning army-style 
marching in special training classes. It can be assumed that the pupils 
of Soviet Latvia studied “the performance of the other self” (Scott, 1990, 
p. 33), that is to say, the Soviet pupils trained daily to perform the New 
Soviet Man-soldier, the role scripted from above.

An assessment of the pupil’s conformity to the image of the New 
Soviet Man was received upon graduation: each graduate of the Soviet 

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
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school received a graduation report, where teachers comprehensively 
assessed his performance during the school years. The school gradu-
ation reports were an important “entrance ticket” to the Soviet univer-
sities, where the number of study places was limited.

Among the transcripts and reports available in the Archives of the 
University of Latvia, a random sample of 367 student reports issued 
between 1947 and 1984 (ten reports per year) was selected. The school 
graduation reports were analysed, looking specifically for references 
to students’ moral character.

Each characterisation of a pupil begins with a description of his/her 
family – parents’ occupation, thus revealing the student’s social back-
ground – for example, “The father is a warehouse keeper at the collect-
ive farm X, the mother is a milkmaid at the collective farm X. The fam-
ily lives in good material conditions”2. The report assessed the pupil’s 
health, attitude towards manual work and highlighted success in sports, 
if any – for example, “General physical development is good. Health 
is good. […] Respects any job, loves to work. […] Does sports”3. The 
report also assessed the pupil’s academic performance and involve-
ment in the Communist Youth organization, informing about belong-
ing or non-belonging to this organization in the student’s characteriz-
ation record. The pupil’s personality is described in detail, where such 
character traits as initiative, modesty, joviality, vigour, cooperation and 
friendliness are praised. The pupil’s relationship with the team (collect-
ive) and the attitude towards the team are definitely described. Adapt-
ing to the team and supporting the interests of the majority is emphas-
ised as a positive virtue.

The most frequently mentioned positive qualities of a Soviet school 
graduate are the following: responsibility (in 53.1% of the reports), dis-
cipline (38.4%) and readiness to do manual work (38.4%). For example, 
a typical report reads as follows: “An efficient high-performance 

2 Secondary school of Latvia. Reference Letter A, 1975. Student’s personal files, Fund 
1340. University of Latvia Archives, Riga, Latvia, p. 2. 

3 Secondary school of Latvia. Reference Letter B, 1969. Student’s personal files, Fund 
1340. University of Latvia Archives, Riga, Latvia, p. 2. 
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team-member. […] Reads newspapers. Ideologically sound. A Com-
munist Youth member since October 1962. Behaviour is commendable. 
C. in a team is friendly, accommodating, open, sincere, self-critical. 
Respects manual work and does it well”4. As expected, there were many 
similarities between the moral characterisation of pupils uncovered 
in the reports and the official Soviet virtue discourse.

Thus, the characterization reports also show that the Soviet pupils 
conformed to the propagated image of a soldier, i.e. they were healthy, 
disciplined, included in the “frame” of the collective and politically 
educated, they were responsible, diligent and helpful.

Hidden Resistance
The dictatorship, however, unavoidably engenders the conflict of 
interests and resistance (Giddens, 1977, p. 348), but oppressors always 
leave some tiny space for the expression of oppressed interests (Scott, 
1990, p. 18). The main task of our research was to identify the openings 
in the discourse of the oppressors for the expression of the oppressed 
interests.

Hidden or covert resistance is quiet, undeclared, without confront-
ation and coordination, without leaders and organizations, not polit-
ically articulated. Covert resistance is “non-dramatic”, it is integrated 
into social life and is a part of “normality” (Babicka-Wirkus, 2018, p. 46; 
Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013, pp. 2‒3, 9). Gestures, facial expressions, 
clothing and language can betray resistance. Hidden resistance is a sys-
tem of signs, codes that are visible and understandable only to the 
inner circle, insiders, but remain invisible, undecoded from the out-
side – by strangers.

Analysing the covert resistance in the Soviet school environment, 
the influence of Western culture on Soviet youth, represented by, for 
example, the images of a hippie in the 1960s and 1970s and the image 
of a punk in the 1980s was excluded from the focus of the study. It was 

4 Secondary school of Latvia. Reference Letter C, 1965. Student’s personal files, Fund 
1340. University of Latvia Archives, Riga, Latvia, p. 2.

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
Fernández González



23Historia scholastica 1/2021 7    Studie  Studies

a clearly displayed counterculture of the youth, passionately opposed 
by both Soviet officials and teachers. The forms of resistance to school 
order that exist in any educational setting, such as avoiding wearing 
a school uniform were likewise excluded from our study. The object-
ive was more intricate – to identify the “coded version of the hidden 
transcript” (Scott, 1990, p. 18). The three main findings of this research 
are presented below.

Firstly, the findings are related to the function of the Latvian 
national costume in the public space, where the national dress became 
a manifestation against colonisation or Russification understood by 
the insiders.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, girls put on Latvian national cos-
tumes for school graduations. Folk costume was not banned by the 
Soviet authorities. On the contrary, the old and familiar symbols were 
transferred to the new political reality, with the Communists hoping 
that by combining Soviet innovation with tradition, the Soviet model 
of life would become more agreeable and acceptable to the subjects 
(Calhoun, 2014, p. 27). Thus, the Latvian national costume was enthu-
siastically absorbed by the public parades of the Soviet people: for 
example, in the May 1 procession, women marched dressed in Latvian 
national costumes with red Soviet flags in their hands (See Petrenko 
& Jastržembska, 1955, p. 103; Lubāniete, Bērzāja & Vuškalne, 1955; 
Lubāniete, 1949, p. 87).

The Soviet elite saw the Latvian national costume as a mere dec-
oration of the natives. The Latvians, on the other hand, had grown up 
with the history of this costume, passed down in families from genera-
tion to generation: since the Middle Ages the Latvian folk costume has 
been a testament to the pride of belonging to a marginalised nation. 
The Latvian folk costume was never worn by, and its meaning was not 
known to, the “nobility”, so the folk costume became a specific code 
of affiliation, which the “strangers” saw but did not understand (see 
Ķestere, 2020). Under the Soviet dictatorship, the national costume 
became a manifesto against Russification, which took over Latvia’s pub-
lic space after the World War II: Russian-speaking migrants, including 
Soviet soldiers, arrived in Latvia from all over the Soviet Union, and the 
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number of Latvian schools dramatically decreased: if in 1945 78‒79% 
of students studied Latvian, then in 1963 their number decreased to 
55% (Bleiere et al., 2005, p. 358).

The wearing of folk costumes at the school graduation festival 
did not last long – in the late 1950s, “bourgeois nationalism” was 
condemned (see Prigge, 2015) and, as the photos show, both Latvian 
and Russian girls were dressed in white dresses and national differ-
ences in at least traditional graduation photographs were eliminated. 
However, Latvian identity codes continued to operate at school. The 
appearance divided the Latvian and Russian pupils, although both 
were required to wear the same uniform. The resistance to the visual 
image was also marked by what “Latvians do not do”. Such a daily “les-
son in the nationhood” is perfectly described by Silova (2019), telling 
a story from a Latvian Russian kindergarten, when parents had sent 
the girl to a photo shoot without a big ribbon in her hair, because these 
are “worn only by Russians”, but the teachers presumed that the girl 
was not dressed up and duly took care of the situation while the main 
participant in the event had no idea about these identity struggles.

Yet, Latvians wore national woven decorative ribbons, which are 
integral to Latvian national costume, and are decorated with one of the 
oldest and most complex systems of geometric patterns. Only Latvi-
ans, never other nationalities, wore these decorative ribbons at school. 
If in the junior classes the decorative ribbons in combination with the 
school uniform was most likely the parents’ choice, then in the senior 
classes, the decision to replace the tie with the decorative ribbons for 
boys and decorating the blouse or hair with the decorative ribbons 
for girls was already a deliberate manifestation of Latvian identity.

From the research point of view, it is important to note that this 
detail in pupils’ clothing – the decorative ribbon – is recognised as a sign 
of covert resistance only by those Latvians who grew up in Soviet Latvia. 
Thus, understanding the details of the context is crucial for identifying 
covert resistance. If the elements of this resistance were seen and per-
ceived by everyone, then it would no longer be called hidden resistance.

The present research considers the use of folk costume and its ele-
ments to be a deliberate, collective form of covert resistance. The use 
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of folk culture elements is a well-documented form of collective hid-
den resistance in Soviet spheres of influence, in particular regarding 
music and dance (see Loutzaki, 2001; Herzog, 2010; Balogh & Fülemile, 
2008). Clothing behaviour had sometimes become the explicit sym-
bol of resistance to the invaders, as in the case of the ‘fustanella’ cos-
tume, which was worn by the Albanian Royal Guard in interwar 
period and became a symbol of the Albanian resistance fighters dur-
ing World War II, or the Georgian folk costume ‘Chokha’, which sym-
bolizes still nowadays the resistance to Bolshevik Russia’s takeover in 
1921. But it also has a long story as a way of non-verbal resistance (see 
Crane, 1999).

Secondly, the research findings concern the moral upbringing of 
the New Man. Hence, judging by the characterization reports of stu-
dents, the graduates of the Soviet school conformed to the perfect 
image of a soldier – they were sporty, disciplined and helpful, they 
fit well into the team. Although, given the guidelines in the pedagogy 
textbooks, Soviet pupils also had to be educated in hatred lessons, no 
single assessment of a student states that the student hates capital-
ists, bourgeoisie, religious servants, or any other group from a long list 
of communist enemies. Given how scrupulously the school observed 
the official Soviet discourse, this discrepancy between propaganda 
and school practice is striking. Probably hatred and the fight against 
communist-defined enemies were not really understood, not relev-
ant in practice nor acceptable to both pupils and teachers. Likewise, 

‘patriotism’ and ‘internationalism’, which were increasingly import-
ant virtues in the official discourse, were almost absent in the school 
graduation reports.

The avoidance of hatred education might be perceived as an uncon-
scious but widespread form of collective hidden resistance.

Thirdly, the findings concern pupils who did not openly violate 
the rules of the Soviet school, but were “in betweenness”, in the Grey 
Zone (see Pine, 2015), or in the space between open resistance and sub-
mission. The appearance of these pupils, as the photos reveal, is not 
challenging, but they look different. These differences are difficult to 
define and can only be seen by looking through hundreds and hundreds 
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of school photographs. Therefore, the statistical criteria are not applic-
able and the qualitative description of two photographs would illus-
trate the claim. For example, in a class photo taken in the late 1940s, 
all pupils listen synchronously to the teacher’s narration, but a girl 
summons all the attention. She has put on a slightly different blouse 
than other girls and styled her hair, she has tried to be beautiful and 
feminine in the poor living conditions of the Soviets. Her image is the 
absolute opposite of the propagated woman-soldier. Another photo 
from the 1980s shows a guy who has tried to avoid the Soviet school’s 
strictly declared demand for a short, army-style haircut. From the front, 
the haircut seems to match what is required, but at the back, the hair 
is left long. These images suggest an unconscious, individual form of 
hidden resistance to the image of the New Soviet Man-Soldier.

Further research into covert resistance through gestures, facial 
expressions, language and silence would be required.

Conclusion
The creation of the New Soviet Man was a typical educational reform 
that took place “from above” and satisfied the state’s demand for effect-
ive, loyal and virtuous citizens. The Communists framed this age-old 
dream of the ruling elite with their specific demands, namely, the lev-
elling of national differences by blending the common mass of the 
Soviet people, by hatred education, and by women’s social productivity.

In the colonised territories of the Soviet Union, the people were 
quickly taught that open resistance was pointless and dangerous. 
Therefore, the “collective show of pretence” (Scott, 1990, p. 34) began. 
Soviet pupils started playing the role of a New Soviet Man-soldier, and 
they performed well.

Identification of pupils’ hidden resistance specifically against polit-
ical power is a difficult task, because power games are a daily occur-
rence in the field of education (see Ķestere, Stonkuviene & Rubene, 
2015). The pupils always protest against school order, teachers and 
adult power in general. However, in Latvia, the power of adults was also 
the power of strangers, and therefore covert resistance was primarily 
related to the protection of the culture and national identity acquired 

Iveta Ķestere & Manuel Joaquín 
Fernández González



27Historia scholastica 1/2021 7    Studie  Studies

in the private space (family). The elements of folk culture fit into hori-
zontal solidarity (Scott, 1990, p. 157) and became a collective form 
of hidden resistance.

Secondly, the Communists’ demand for hatred education was likely 
to cause embarrassment in everyday school practice, and teachers chose 
to simply ignore it. Besides, the list of enemies announced by the rul-
ing elite did not really coincide with the Latvian views on it. The avoid-
ance became a form of hidden resistance.

Thirdly, slipping into the Grey Zone (“in-betweenness”), which 
is a symbolic place between the allowed and the forbidden, between 
two extremely different, anti-polar phenomena became yet another 
form of hidden resistance. Distinctive nuances in appearance became 
the Grey Zone between the overtly visible youth counterculture and 
the uniform solder-like Soviet pupil.

To notice hidden resistance, one must know the context of the 
Soviet dictatorship very well, because exactly for that reason it was 
covert and carefully hidden from the eyes of an outsider. Hidden resist-
ance had no purpose, it did not aim at certain results, it merely sought 
to protect the dignity of the oppressed.
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