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This dissertation explores how East Germany used children’s toys to educate its 

citizens on how to act and consume like socialists and establish a specific socialist society 

that differentiated itself from the West. Toys, like other objects, are meant to be 

manipulated, rendering them ephemeral and part of everyday life. Yet, they are also a 

representational medium for the prevailing mores of a culture and society—their ability 

to influence individual sensory experience and cognition has made toys enduring features 

of education, socialization, consumer culture, politics and ideology. By approaching the 

history of East Germany from the perspective of material culture, this dissertation reveals 

the extent to which socialist ideology pervaded the design, production, and consumption 

of East German toys and demonstrates how the state's efforts—literally and 

figuratively—shaped the material lives, national identity, and quotidian practices of its 

citizens. 
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A major tenet of socialist ideology in East Germany (GDR) was the commonly 

held belief that citizens of the state could be molded into "better" socialists through 

education, paternal supervision, and manipulation of the physical environment. 

Therefore, government officials and pedagogues hoped that through the process of 

childhood political indoctrination, the responsibilities and mores of a socialist society 

would come as second nature to GDR citizens. Using toys as a lens, this project reveals 

how the East German government attempted to establish a socialist product landscape 

and way of life much different from the ones in the West by dictating and controlling the 

material culture of everyday life and creating new relationships between people and 

things. Ideology drove the shape, style, and appearance of the material world while the 

GDR marketed its aesthetic as "national in form, socialist in content" and changed the 

everyday surroundings and physical world of its citizens. Finally, while traditional 

historiography of the Cold War relationship between East and West Germany focuses on 

East-West competition and the political relationships between the two states, this study 

examines East Germany's cultural and ideological strategy for negotiating the creation of 

a distinctive aesthetic and specific socialist personality among the most impressionable 

and youngest members of the state, its children. 
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 1 

 
Introduction 

 
“One of the main tasks of our society, to prepare the youth for life in socialism and 
develop them from all sides [sie entsprechend allseitig zu bilden], begins with the 
preschool and school education—it begins by putting toys in the hands of the infant.”1  
   —Kath Kögel, Deputy Directory of Cultural Center, Berlin 
 

At the Fifth Party Congress in 1958, SED First Secretary Walter Ulbricht outlined 

“The Ten Commandments for the New Socialist Human Being” which established the 

characteristics of a moral basis for East German citizens and trumpeted the development 

of a new type of individual who would espouse a “socialist personality.” The socialist 

personality would result from the material, intellectual, and cultural developments of 

socialism and be an essential prerequisite for the acceleration of scientific-technological 

progress, collective and comradely relationships, a high moral view of life, and overcome 

capitalist immorality and Unkultur (non-culture).2 The root of this concept originated 

from Karl Marx’s theory of a Menschenbild (or “concept of man”), the Soviet Union’s 

“homo sovieticus”, and the writings of soviet pedagogues such as Nadeshda Krupskaya 

and Anton S. Makarenko who argued that individuals could be “molded” into “better 

citizens” through reform, education, and paternal supervision. This understanding of 

personality formation relied on the assumption that individuals were not born with a 

personality and instead, that one’s personality developed as a result of societal conditions 

and social relationships.3 Although the socialist personality had not yet been achieved, 

                                                
1 Käthe Kögel, “Fachschule für Spielzeug Sonneberg,” Neue Werbung 7, no. 10 (October 1960): 10–11. 
2 Angela Brock, “The Making of the Socialist Personality: Education and Socialisation in  
the German Democratic Republic 1958-1978” (Ph.D., University College London, 2005), 31.  
3 Fridlind Siebrecht, “Der Beitrag der Spielmittelgestaltung bei der Herausbildung allseitig entwickelter 
sozialistischer Persönlichkeiten” (Thesis, Hochschule für Industrielle Formgestaltung, 1979). 
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the SED (Socialist Unity Party of Germany or Sozialistische Einheitspartei 

Deutschlands) believed that only under socialism could it ever be fully realized. 

Therefore, the SED established a comprehensive educational system that focused on 

controlling the three main influences that contributed to the development of the new 

socialist person: production, society, and the environment; or more specifically, 

establishing a dedicated work ethic, overcoming East Germany’s fascist legacy, and 

creating a design aesthetic and product landscape that was specific to the new socialist 

state.4 By shaping the material culture of everyday life, the state could invent new 

relationships between people and things and in turn, the task of building a socialist state 

and the characteristics of a collective society would come as second nature to East 

German citizens.5 

In East Germany and across Soviet Eastern Europe, the promise of a socialist 

future was inherently linked to the youngest generation, its children, who would 

eventually be responsible for continuing the successes of the state and be a key part in the 

socialist project. Happy socialist children demonstrated to East Germans (and to the 

world) socialism's superiority over capitalism and its ability to insure and provide a high 

standard of living for its citizens.6 Yet, in post-war period and early years in the GDR, 

domestic life was not very stable. The war had torn families apart; parents were dead, and 

                                                
4 Brock, 35. Mary Fulbrook and Angela Brock, “Producing the ‘Socialist Personality’? Socialisation, 
Education, and the Emergence of New Patterns of Behaviour,” in Power and Society in the GDR, 1961-
1979: The “normalisation of Rule”? ed. Mary Fulbrook (London: Berghahn Books, 2009), 221.  
5 Eli Rubin, “Material Memory, Intergenerational Transmission, and the ‘GDR Generation’” (working 
paper, American Historical Association, Atlanta, GA, January 5, 2007), 1, hereafter cited as “Material 
Memory.” 
6 Catriona Kelly, Children’s World: Growing Up in Russia, 1890-1991 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008), 1-2. 
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a large number of those who returned from war were physically or psychologically 

unable to work. These problems were compounded by the fact that people had to accept 

that pre-war relationships could not be restored and instead had to adapt to post-war 

occupation, a new government, and a new ideology. Although typically children learn to 

balance the personal and political largely from lessons learned within the family, in the 

case of East German families, the atmosphere of the post-war and inter-familial tensions 

did not allow this learning process to occur effectively.7 The state was committed to 

achieving a socialist utopia and, recognizing the instability in East German households, 

dedicated itself to improving the quality of life for its youngest generation. Therefore, it 

created a solid infrastructure of institutions that expanded formal education and attempted 

to change child-rearing practices among parents. It’s goal was to encourage parents to  

raise a new generation of adults who would embody the most desirable personalities, 

psyches, and tendencies needed to best facilitate a collective society. Raising children 

became a public matter, a practice in which the state and East German parents had a 

common interest.  

One of the sites in which these modernizing state efforts unfolded was within the 

everyday surroundings and material world of children. The political ideology of socialism 

drove the shape, style, and appearance of things. The state, for instance, implemented 

radical changes to the built environment, which ranged from domestic spaces to 

children's furniture, clothes, schools, playgrounds, and toys. This new environment was 

                                                
7 Thomas Davey, A Generation Divided: German Children and the Berlin Wall (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1987), 5. 
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different than the one in which the previous generation had grown up. Typically, a 

process of exchange occurs from one generation to the next; a parent’s childhood 

influences how they form their own family patterns as adults, and in turn restructures the 

childhood of the next generation of children.8 However, in the case of the generation who 

grew up before, and during, the Third Reich and had children born in the postwar era, this 

generational exchange did not occur as it would have if both generations were born under 

the same political regime. Therefore, this disparity in environments between the 

generations resulted in a re-education process; the ideology that was tied to the new 

surroundings and products created an unfamiliar environment for the older generation, 

which forced them to abandon the ideals of the regime in which they grew up making it 

so that they had to learn how to raise children in ways that were specific to the new 

socialist society.9 Both parents and children worked, side-by-side, to navigate the new 

regime. The state used toys as a tool in this process: toys played a didactic role for both 

children and parents. By placing toys at the center of this inquiry, I examine how the state 

attempted to implement the process of building socialism at home and in the world of 

children and the ways in which the population responded to these initiatives. The state’s 

desires and hopes for East German children—and for society more generally—

materialized and refracted through the ideology behind toy design. An examination of the 

toys themselves – as well as how they were utilized by children, discussed by the 

government -- then, can provide a key to understanding how children were socialized in 

                                                
8 Ivar Frønes, “The Transformation of Childhood: Children and Families in Postwar Norway,” Acta 
Sociologica 40 no. 1 (1997), 17. 
9 Rubin, “Material Memory,” 4.  
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the GDR. While the topic of toys may evoke visions of playfulness, the business of toys 

has long been one that reflected the nation’s economic health and cultural importance. 

Since at least the eighteenth century, German toy-making has been an integral 

part of German identity, economy, and tradition. Throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century, in spite of economic depressions and war, Germany was a leading 

manufacturer of toys on the international market and had a long, proud tradition of 

producing wood, tin, and plush toys known for their fine craftsmanship and quality. 

Before World War II, the three toy-making centers, Nuremberg, Sonneberg the “World 

Capital of Toys”, and the Erzgebirge region produced 20%, 40%, and 10%, respectively, 

of the world’s toys and relied on a cottage industrial system that was made up of large 

factories and smaller family businesses that employed Heimarbeiter (small-scale 

producers) who worked by hand at home.10 However, the war drastically changed things. 

By May 1943 toy production came to an abrupt halt when all of Germany’s toy factories 

were forced to dedicate their resources to war production.11 By the end of the war, the 

once vibrant toy industry was practically decimated and the future of Germany’s toy 

production appeared bleak. Half of all toy factories had been destroyed, war casualties 

reduced the number of able-bodied workers, raw materials and capital were scarce, and 

old trade partnerships had been destroyed. At the first Leipzig Fair after the war in the 

fall of 1946, only 230 toy exhibitors attended compared to the fairs of the prewar period 

where over 500 exhibitors would normally attend. Because of material shortages, the 

                                                
10 Bernd Havenstein, DDR Spielzeug (Köln: Komet Verlag Gmbh, 2007), 8.  
11 Inge Zips, Die Geschichte unseres Werdens und Wachsens: Spielzeugmacher-aktive Gestalter der 
entwickelten sozialistischen Gesellschaft (Sonneberg: Volksdruckerei Sonneberg, 1986), 30.  
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exhibitors could only display a small portion of their normally vast toy selection.12 Some 

of these exhibitors hailed from the Soviet Occupation Zone (Sovietbesatzungszone 

[SBZ]) which encompassed two of the former toy-making centers, Saxony (the 

Erzgebirge mountains) and Thüringen (Sonneberg and the northwestern corner of the 

Thüringen forest). The tone of the fair’s brochure, however, was hopeful, promising that 

the toys on display were evidence that “once again, a happy, beautiful time will dawn for 

our children.”13 Such businesses realized they would need to start small if they were 

going to rebound as an industry. The first post-war toys they produced were modest in 

comparison to those made in the pre-war era.  

A lack of raw materials – as well as capital frustrated the toy industry’s efforts to 

rebuild. Yet, a creative workforce was ready to overcome the myriad of obstacles that 

now blocked their view of a bright future. Given the scarcity of basic goods, people 

thought of toys as a luxury, not a necessity. This did not mean, however, that people did 

not desire or buy toys for their children.14 Toymakers, in particular, knew there was a 

pent up demand for objects of play and sought to meet it. At this time, the structure of the 

industry was characterized by fragmentation, made up of mostly craftsmen and small 

family businesses; the Sonneberg region alone had between two and three thousand small 

businesses consisting of one to ten employees, with only fifty businesses that had more 

than ten workers.15 Although the toy industry managed to employ twelve thousand people 

                                                
12 Ibid, 8. 
13 Haverstein, 8. 
14 Ulrike Lischewsky, Sonneberger Puppen- und Plüschspielzeugproduktion: Studien zum industriellen 
Arbeitsalltag in der DDR der 50er bis 70er Jahre (Marburg: Verlag Frankenschwelle, 1998), 66.  
15 Ibid.  
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during this time, the majority of workers were women, and still Heimarbeiter.16 These 

workers were resilient and resourceful, taking up old toy-making traditions—new 

production and development were not possible at this time—to make dolls with the body 

parts cut from cardboard pieces stitched together with metal staples and something that 

resembled papier mâché, a mixture of water, bread flour, and mixed with glue and then 

plastered. Doll heads were attached with a rubber band, the hair was painted on, doll 

clothes were made from sewed-together rags, and bomb detonators served as the 

mechanized motors in toy elephants.  

Those who could not afford toys made by artisans made their own. Children used 

their imaginations to turn rubble and debris-ridden terrains into playgrounds and 

transform abandoned war equipment into playthings.17 The women’s magazine, Die Frau 

von Heute, often dedicated a section at the end of an issue to providing mothers with 

instructions on how to make toys from materials around the house. This often meant 

constructing dolls out of paper and scrap fabric and materials, dollhouses from cardboard 

and old boxes, and furniture and doll accessories from cigarette- and match boxes. In 

1947, Die Frau von Heute informed its readers that they could make a doll stove out of “a 

pair of cigarette boxes on top of each other” and “tables, chairs, and closets, one can 

                                                
16 Zips, 32. It is possible that the reason for this miraculous recovery had to do with the fact that the toy 
industry was made up of a large number of Heimarbeiter and family businesses before the war who made 
toys by hand. Since producing toys was their livelihood and the only work that they knew, these individuals 
were able to pick up where they left off and return to the family business of producing toys due to the fact 
that they had never relied on machines to make toys so they did not need to rely on them to restart their 
businesses.   
17 Zips, 30; Hermann Schäfer, Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik (New York: Prestel, 1994), 8; 
Lischewsky, 68. 
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make from larger boxes” while “a doll carriage [can be] glued together from strong 

paper.”18 

The desire for toys reveals the deep-seated hunger people had for them as well as 

their larger social, political, and cultural importance. The toys produced in the SBZ were 

for the domestic market and traded on the black market in exchange for food.19 In 1948, 

the Soviet introduced a new centrally planned economic system in which the division of 

labor was controlled by a central agency and toymakers were placed under the auspices 

of regional powers and governmental structures and lumped together with the Christmas 

decoration industrial sector. The system would have a central agency that controlled the 

regions (Bezirke), and the regions would control smaller units that were broken down into 

districts. All of the orders would come from the central agency and trickle down through 

the regions and districts resulting in a system with too many moving parts to achieve 

consensus or complete satisfaction among all of its members. At the top, coming from the 

party itself, was the Politburo of the Central Committee (Zentralkomittee) which was 

divided up into four sections: light industry, food processing, and regionally managed 

industry (Leicht-, Lebensmittel- und Bezirksgeleitete Industrie), and one for trade 

(handel). The Central Committee oversaw the Council of Ministers (Ministerrat), which 

served as the highest governing state body, and had a system that was divided in similar 

ways to the Central Committee, with sections dedicated to the Ministry for Light Industry 

                                                
18 “In Letzter Minute” Für Dich 2 no. 51 (December 1947): 10: “Und wie gefiel es Dir?” Für Dich 2 no. 51 
(December 1947): 12; Elena Zacharowa, “Die Puppenwerkstatt” Die Frau von Heute no. 23 (December 
1947): 24-25. These are just a few examples of the many articles on this topic. 
19 Lothar Stiller, “Die Fertigung mechanischer und Plastikspielzeuge in der DDR,” 1958, S III 3227, 
Sonneberg Museum, 2.  
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(Ministerium für Leichtindustrie) and the Ministry for Trade and Supplies (Ministerium 

für Handel und Versorgung). The State Planning Commission (Staatliche 

Plankommission or SPK) fell under the Council of Ministers but also reported to the 

Politburo. The regional and district bodies would then replicate the structures of the 

higher governing party and state organizations and control the VVBs (Volkseigener 

Betrieb or VEB) that would act as a central organization that consisted of two types of 

factories, privately owned and state-owned.20 This reorganization of the toy industry was 

the start of a process of centralization and nationalization that would take over two 

decades to bring all of the private businesses under state-ownership. It would not be until 

1972 that the last toy manufacturer would come under direct government control.21 In 

1949, East Germany exported its first shipment of toys. With the US, Japanese, English, 

Canadian, Brazilian, Italian, and French toy industries dominating the international 

market, the East German toy sought new markets in the East and would eventually 

become the largest toy supplier to the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc.22 

The decade of the 1950s marked a period of slow but steady growth for the toy 

industry as the government attempted to transform it into an entirely state-run industry. In 

1950, the government forced toy producers into a more centralized organization, the 

VVB Music, Culture Plauen (Vereinigungen Volkseigener Betriebe Musik, Kultur 

Plauen) which was organized into production cooperatives 

                                                
20 Lischewsky 80. A VVB is an organization that was intended to promote specialization within the same 
area of production. Larger production goals were set by central planning authorities but each VVB had the 
power to decide the allocation of manpower, structure its internal financing, and how technology would be 
used. 
21 Ibid., 65-67.  
22 Havenstein, 14.  
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(Produktionsgenossenschaften), that resulted from the merger of a large number of 

domestic industrialists and small manufacturers, and companies with state participation.23 

Also in 1950, the state established the “Gesetz zur Förderung des Handwerks” (Act for 

the Promotion of Craft/Handwork) which required independent artisan toymakers to take 

master courses in toy making and pass a test as a way to begin standardizing the skill 

level of the industry’s workers due to the high number of Heimarbeiter.24 Despite these 

changes, a high number of Heimarbeiter and private toy producers persisted throughout 

the 1950s. For example, in 1958 the toy industry recorded profits of 181 million marks, 

yet 64.1 million of this was from private toy producers and by the end of decade 

Heimarbeiter still made up 46% of the industry.25 It was also in this year that the toy 

industry was granted a regional VVB of its own—titled Spielwaren (toy goods)—the 

smallest VVB in the GDR, which would monitor the smaller state-owned factories. The 

Second Annual Toy Conference was held in October (the first one was held in April of 

1957). At this meeting, as part of the Seven Year Plan, toy industry representatives 

including members of the Politburo, the Ministries of Light Industry, and Trade and 

Supplies came up with a plan to double the industry workforce and develop educational 

toys to increase exports and serve the polytechnical and patriotic education of children at 

home.26 Over the next seven years, the industry would achieve this goal and increase their 

exports of toys by 50%, exporting them to thirty-five countries which included all of the 

                                                
23 Lischewsky, 67.  
24 Ibid., 71-72.  
25 Hermann Engelmann, “Die Aufgaben der VVB/B Spielwaren bei der Spezialisierung der Produktion” 
(Thesis, Hochschule für Ökonomie Industrieökonomische Fakultät). 1959, 14. Zips, 37. 
26 Lischewsky, 80 and Havenstein, 11.  
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socialist countries, most of Western Europe, the United States, Japan, and some African 

countries.27  

By the 1960s, conditions in the toy sector had improved due to the increasing 

availability of consumer goods—East Germany was finally able to eliminate food rations 

and provide its population with its basic needs.28 Meanwhile the state started to establish 

a system of institutions and organizations, such as the Young Pioneers, to help shape the 

new generation of children.29 In 1960, at the meeting of the Central Committee of the 

SED, led by Erich Honecker (then secretary of the Central Committee) and attended by 

Eberhard Denner, the SED Secretary for Economic Policy in the Sonnenberg Region 

(Sekretär für Wirtschaftspolitik der Kreisleitung Sonneberg der SED); Rudolf Stolze, the 

SED Secretary for District Economic Policy (Sekretär für Wirtschaftspolitik der 

Bezirksleitung der SED); and Erwin Andrä from the State Planning Commision 

(Staatlichen Plankommission [SPK]), where he was the Director of the Head Office of 

Toys in the Ministry for Light Industry (Hauptverwaltung Spielwaren im Ministerium für 

Leichtindustrie), the Dokument zur Entwicklung der Spielzeugindustrie im Bezirk Suhl 

otherwise known as the “Spielzeug Dokument” (“Toy Document”) was created.30 Known 

as the “most important document in the development of the toy industry”, it affected the 

entire East German toy industry—not just the region of Suhl—and outlined significant 

changes in the industry’s socio-economic structure, the organization of production, set 

                                                
27 Havenstein, 14. 
28 Zips, 37; Mary Fulbrook and Dorothee Wierling, “How Do the 1929ers and the 1949ers Differ?,” in 
Power and Society in the GDR, 1961-1979: The “Normalisation of Rule”? (Berghahn Books, 2009), 209. 
29 Zips, 1986, 37; Mary Fulbrook and Dorothee Wierling, “How Do the 1929ers and the 1949ers Differ?,” 
209. 
30 Also at this meeting was Harry Müller, Heinz Leutheuser, Heinz Rothammel, and Max Ludwig (Zips, 3).  
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the standards for toy production and toymakers, raised the quality of toys and improved 

the selection of dolls and electro-mechnical toys, and sought to transition workers—of 

which 80% were women—from manual labor to machine labor in the factories.31 In 

addition to these industrial changes, the document called for the establishment of a toy 

design school, known as the Institut für Spielzeug (Institute for Toys) that would guide 

the industry in its transition to mechanization and standardization in toy design.  

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the domestic toy market thrived alongside the 

international market, partly perhaps due to “consumer nationalism” and trade 

restrictions.32 In 1965, East Germans spent 320 million marks on toys, an average of 84 

marks per child and by 1969, the twentieth anniversary of the GDR, the production of 

toys for the domestic market had increased sevenfold, and for export, sixty-fold.33 In 

1970, one third of all of the dolls produced in Sonneberg were exported to West Germany 

and half went to the Soviet Union. In 1976 the Institut für Marktforschung in Leipzig 

(The Institute for Market Research) estimated that fifty-four percent of East Germany’s 

toys went to export, forty-five percent went to its citizens, and one percent went to the 

                                                
31 Lischewsky, 83. 
32 The construct of consumer nationalism was developed in the late 1980s to describe the notion that 
“consumers' patriotic emotions have significant effects on attitudes and purchase intentions. Consumer 
nationalism reflects a willingness to make a sacrifice in order to purchase a domestic brand and may be 
associated with acceptance of advertising aimed at arousing consumers' patriotic emotions and obligation to 
buy domestic brands.” For literature on consumer nationalism, See, Nicolas Papadopoulos and Louise A. 
Heslop, Product-Country Images: Impact and Role in International Marketing (Routledge, 2014), 98. 
There is more than one kind of consumer nationalism, and the range of participation can vary from 
“voluntary, to coerced, to violently enforced. In the case of the People's Republic of China (PRC), for 
example, the government banned the import of all consumer goods, especially those from capitalist 
countries. Karl Gerth “Consumer Nationalism” Encyclopedia of Consumer Culture, ed. Dale Southerton 
(Los Angeles and Washington, DC: SAGE Publications, 2011), 279-281. This is interesting because this is 
not happening with any other product in the GDR, East Germans did not really desire toys from elsewhere. 
33 Havenstein, 16. This assumes children between the ages of 1-15.  
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state for schools, kindergartens, and crèches. Because of the toy industry’s success, East 

Germany did not need to import toys to satisfy the demands of the population, and only 

three to five percent of all toys in the GDR were imported.34 By the end of the 1970s, 

East Germany had 260 toy factories that produced over one billion marks of toys 

annually, 400 million of which were exported.35 Toy production employed 26,600 

workers with 18,121 of them being women.36 In sum, despite the industry’s slow growth 

in the 1950s, from the 1960s until the collapse of the GDR, the East German toy industry 

was one of the most successful industries in the country as an exporter of goods and as a 

source of employment for the population.   

This dissertation tells the story of East Germany’s attempt to engineer its citizens 

socially through the use of material culture, in this instance toys, in order to elicit a broad 

transformation of values based on the goal of creating a socialist culture and society. 

Therefore, this project examines two lines of inquiry. First, it is an investigation of the 

East German ideological conviction that education, paternal supervision, and the 

manipulation of the physical environment could create and transform children's internal 

psyche, natural tendencies, and personality. The state considered children to be the 

arbiters of socialism's future, and the most likely demographic to accept political 

indoctrination without much resistance. Secondly, I examine the discussions and debates 

about toy design to bolster a larger argument about the ideological and aesthetic 

underpinnings of East German society. Through the state’s transformation of East 
                                                
34 This small percentage is significant because other countries—especially those that were capitalist—such 
as France imported 50-57 percent and West German imported 35 percent (Havenstein, 16).  
35 Ibid., 14. 
36 Ibid. 
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German children's material world, that this state-led, all-round education of “head, heart, 

and hand” created a space for socialist ideology to permeate children's toys and play 

while simultaneously altering how the youngest members of society were socialized in 

the Workers’ and Peasants’ state.37 The toys and their designs on the whole were not new 

and did not require new ways to parent; but it was the ideology that the state wanted to 

implement in relation to the toys that introduced a range of different ways to raise 

children. Yet this was not strictly a top-down process: by taking into account the 

perspectives of a wide variety of actors such as those connected to the state and party like 

the media, toy designers, and pedagogues, and members of the East German population 

such as parents, as well as examining toys themselves, I connect popular experience and 

politics to reveal that the state and its people reciprocally influenced each other and were 

involved in a symbiotic (but also at times antagonistic) relationship in the project to build 

socialism. The actors involved in this process were able to shape the appearance and 

character of the East German state as well as being transformed by it.  

One of the most important actors influencing the production, consumption, and 

design of toys was the state. What is meant by “the state” here are the variety of agents 

who fell under its auspices, served as representatives of the East German state, and 

implemented state ideology such as the toy manufacturers, design institutions and toy-

making schools, and state pedagogues. Each of these actors often worked in concert with 

one another in that they used state and party apparatuses to pass on in very public ways—

                                                
37 “Head, heart, and hand” refers to the intellectual, moral, and physical education that the SED saw as 
central to creating the socialist personality. 
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through the media or the selection of toys offered—the ideas and ideology influencing 

how children should be raised and the toys that they should play with. The state wanted 

to create and sell toys that were much more than just children’s playthings. Toys were 

supposed to convey a certain morality: one that stressed obedience, industriousness and 

work, and collectivity. While toy manufacturers and the designers fell under the control 

of a central state institution (the State Planning Commission), which influenced what toys 

were produced for the domestic and international market, state-funded design schools and 

institutions trained toy-makers and enforced design standards for playthings. Among 

these were the College of Industrial design-Halle Burg Giebichenstein (Burg 

Giebichenstein Kunsthochschule Halle), the Technical College for Toys (Fachschule für 

Spielzeug in Sonneberg), and the Institute for Applied Art (Institut für Angewandte Kunst 

in Berlin).38 Although little is known about the toy design programs at each of these 

schools, the Technical College for Toys was responsible for training and certifying toy 

designers to work in the industry, and as the only toy design school located in Sonneberg, 

it often sent its students into the factories to learn about production and design and its 

graduates went to work directly in the industry. The faculty and designers who came 

from these schools often wrote and published essays on design, pedagogy, and aesthetics 

that were meant to educate officials from the industry and trade, teachers, and parents 

about the importance of well-designed toys in the life of a child. Seeing themselves as in 

                                                
38 Ludwig Schorcht, “Playthings in the GDR,” in Playthings for Play: Ideas of Criteria on Children’s 
Playthings, ed. Karlheinz Otto, et al. (Leipzig: VEB Bürodruck, 1979), 154; “Den guten Geschmack in die 
Wiege gelegt!,” Kultur im Heim, 1958; “Historische Entwicklung der Fachschule für Technik und 
Gestaltung.” Fachschule für Technik und Gestaltung der Staatlichen Berufsbildenden Schule Sonneberg, 
accessed February 1, 2015, http://fachschule.sbbs-son.de/web/old/historisches.php. 
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charge of dictating taste for the population, designers were committed to educating the 

population about what constituted good and bad design. 

The two state design organizations that were supposed to help the toy industry 

adhere to design standards were the Institute for Toys and the Central Institute for Design 

(Zentralinstitut für Formgestaltung). The Institute for Toys also had the task of 

publishing and distributing pedagogical literature on toys and controlling the toy industry 

trade journal that informed its readers about the latest at home and abroad in toy 

manufacturing, but its tenure was short-lived and the trade journal was taken over by 

another state institution.39 The Central Institute for Design was controlled by the Ministry 

of Economic Development and was responsible for guiding the design of everyday 

consumer goods in East Germany and teaching the population about the importance of 

objects in the development of the socialist personality among adults and children. It 

arranged exhibits and made efforts to educate East Germans on how to arrange their 

homes to include spaces devoted to children so that they would develop properly and 

acquire a sense of taste specific to the socialist world. It was not until 1972 when it 

became the Office for Industrial Design (Amt für industrielle Formgestaltung [AiF]) that 

a department specifically devoted to the design of a child’s environment was created. The 

department “Kinderumwelt”, literally meaning “children’s environment”, dealt 

specifically with the development and production of well-designed toys, playgrounds, 

and playground equipment. Despite their existence, it remains unclear as to how much 

                                                
39 Lischewsky, 84. The journal was first published quarterly under the name Standardiseriung Spielzeug 
from 1960-1964, Spielzeug from 1964-1965, and then Spielzeug von Heute from 1966 until 1989.  
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influence these institutions actually exerted in the numerous branches of the toy industry 

and trade but the Central Institute for Design and the later AiF did undertake a variety of 

initiatives in providing the population with lessons on design.  

Pedagogues were another important set of actors in educating the population—

both children and adults—about how to interact with toys and about their significance. 

Pedagogues—both those in higher positions in the state and teachers in schools—were 

tasked with carrying out the state’s goal of creating an educational system that used toys 

to mold children’s personalities and dispense advice to parents on how to raise their 

children in a socialist state. Pedagogues advocated for the necessity of toys in a child’s 

development, provided the East German population with information about what toys 

they should buy for their children, and organized parent meetings at crèches, 

kindergartens, and schools that addressed which toys to purchase and how to instill 

certain qualities in their child’s play. They also developed play activities and lessons for 

teachers to implement in their classrooms that centered on using toys to teach children 

about socialist society and help prepare them for their future professions. Pedagogues 

also worked at the German Central Institute for teaching aids in Berlin (Deutsche 

Zentralinstitut für Lehrmittel [DZL]), where part of their task was to publish a catalogue 

of toys that they recommended for nurseries, kindergartens, schools, and after-school 

centers which could be ordered.40 These state-approved playthings helped equip schools 

throughout the GDR with the proper toys. The DZL attempted to bridge the gap between 

                                                
40 Schorcht, 154.  
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the industry and educators and provide effective playthings for children to aid in their 

education and help children “actively participate in the construction of socialism.”41 

The media and members of the media also played an enormous role in 

communicating the goals and ideology of the state pertaining to issues of production, 

consumption, toy design, and childrearing, as well as informing the population about 

available goods. The media was simultaneously an actor and also a tool used by state and 

toy industry officials, pedagogues and teachers, toy designers, and the writing staffs of 

publications. These contributors wrote articles and constructed discussions about toys and 

child-rearing that were published in a wide variety of East German publications—design 

journals, educational journals, trade journals, newspapers and women’s magazines—and 

aired on television and in films. Regardless of the intended audience of the media source, 

the nature of the discussions and the messages were often quite similar—there was an 

emphasis on directing and informing adults about what toys to buy for their children. 

These discussions show that the media played a role in attempting to train the population 

about what how to act and consume like socialists. The media made clear that East 

Germans should change how they viewed and related to their material surroundings and 

attempted to enlighten the population on what toys should look like and which ones to 

buy. Parents could then use what they learned to educate their children. Because the 

media was state-run, one must assume that censorship did occur but as Judd Stitziel has 

pointed out, this censorship occurred more within a publication’s writing staff than by 

central party functionaries. This allowed some leeway about what was published. Stitziel 

                                                
41 Gruner, “Mit der Praxis eng verbunden,” 684.  
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states that party and state functionaries “more often relied on the political sensibilities of 

editors-in-chief, who received sometimes severe reprimands for misjudging unwritten 

boundaries.”42 In addition to publishing the views of state functionaries, the media also 

gave voices to the general population by publishing their opinions, suggestions, and 

complaints. Often, in letters to the editor or advice columns, the publication’s staff 

writers would respond with advice or provide guidance to its readers, further reinforcing 

the state’s views, modeling answers that fit into official ideology, but sometimes being 

critical of the state. The fact that the public was able to voice their opinions and 

discontent in print, gave agency to East German citizens and indicated that there existed a 

public discourse around state initiatives and the population’s responses. The media 

helped make consumer choice, family dynamics, and raising children—some of the most 

private material and domestic affairs—a public issue. 

The group that was largely responsible for raising children and providing them 

with toys were parents, namely mothers, since they were children’s primary caregivers 

and the focus of advertising as they made the majority of consumption choices within and 

for the family. Starting in the 1950s, pedagogues, psychologists, and social hygienists 

became more aware of the family’s role in forming children’s personalities and their 

emotional and cognitive development.43 As the “smallest cell of society” the family and 

home environment had the greatest influence on children, socialization took place first in 

the context of the families, and parents’ views values, behaviors, and opinions were the 
                                                
42 Judd Darren Stitziel, “Fashioning Socialism: Clothing, Politics, and Consumer Culture in East Germany, 
1948--1971” (Ph.D., The Johns Hopkins University, 2002), 10.  
43 Donna Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic: Women, the Family, and Communism in the German 
Democratic Republic (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008), 297-298. 
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first ones to which children were exposed. Perhaps more so than the state and the toy 

industry itself, parents had the ability to control what toys children came in contact with 

therefore, buying and providing toys for one’s child was a part of an important 

educational process for consumer-citizens. The state intended to train parents about what 

toys to buy, and how to teach their children to play resulting in parenting being both a 

personal and national obligation in order to raise the future generations of socialism 

properly.  

Toys and their role in the socialization of children in East German allow one to 

examine discourses on childhood, education, politics, ideology, and the intersection of 

state and society. As one of the first objects that children engaged with, valued, and could 

call their own, toys were a complicated and complex consumer good in East Germany. 

They were both luxury item and educational tool that had important economic and 

political aspects. Toys were associated with a long Germanic tradition of craftsmanship 

and innovation, a site in which mass production and Handarbeit came together and the 

toy industry itself was an important employer of a large number of workers—the majority 

of which were women—and a major source of economic prosperity in terms of export for 

the state.  

By placing toys at the center of this inquiry, I am able to examine how the state 

attempted to implement the process of building socialism at home and among children 

and the ways in which the population responded to these initiatives. As objects that that 

were designed, manufactured, marketed, and purchased by adults, toys have the capacity 

to reflect, represent, and maintain the prevailing mores of a culture. Historically, toys 



 

 21 

have been instruments of reform and learning, and used as a means of social control and 

education to train the next generation of adults. This was also true in East German 

society, but the types of toys that East German children played with were not drastically 

different from toys produced in other parts of the world; what was different was the 

ideology that the state applied to these toys. Toys were an important vehicle in the state’s 

initiative in educating both adults and children about what it meant to be a socialist 

consumer and as a part of one’s transformation into a socialist personality. 

As scholarship on the social history of the GDR grows, there is still a discrepancy 

as to how to conceptualize the general character and periodization of GDR history and 

many of the underlying issues that previous debates have raised, have not yet been 

resolved.44 Initially, GDR historiography was predominantly a history viewed from the 

“top down”, relying on assumptions that socialism was a society of binaries—repression 

and freedom, the state and the people, public self and private self, reality and myth, 

morality and corruption, official culture and counterculture, etc. Studies of this nature 

presented the GDR as a puppet state and focused on the ruling SED as the center of GDR 

society and the organization around which all things revolved. Building upon this “top 

down” historical perspective, later historiography shifted to portray GDR citizens’ lives 

as “normal”; demonstrating that citizens’ negotiated their place within the state and 

maintained a life centered around family and everyday concerns rather than an 

authoritarian regime. Since reunification, the need for new approaches and methods to 

                                                
44 Mary Fulbrook, “Putting the People Back in: The Contentious State of GDR History,” German History 
24, no. 4 (2006): 610. Fulbrook identifies these areas as the role of repression, and the role of the “people” 
in a state where it is hard to differentiate at times between “state’” and ‘society.” 
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studying GDR history has increased as historiography has shifted away from monographs 

on repression, surveillance, complicity, and opposition and instead called for a history of 

the GDR that accounts for the experiences of people yet includes how politics informs 

and shapes everyday life.  

At the center of my project is the growing existing literature on East German 

“everyday life history” (Alltagsgeschichte) which is useful in order to explain the 

multitude of reactions individuals had to East German policies and provides a better 

understanding of the diversity of everyday life.45 From this approach, two dominating 

groups have emerged, the Alltagshistoriker (historians of everyday life) and the Potsdam 

group. The Alltagshistoriker (such as Alf Lüdtke, Dorothee Wierling, and Lutz 

Niethammer) have approached German history by meshing micro-history with cultural 

anthropology and ethnology to produce studies on everyday life and considers East 

Germans active participants and contributors in the shaping of the GDR.  

Especially useful is Alf Lüdtke’s concept of Eigensinn (“sense of one’s interests” or 

“self-assertion”). Lüdtke maintains that Eigensinn is the way in which people assert their 

subjectivity and make sense and meaning of their everyday surroundings and social 

worlds. It examines the space between GDR citizens’ public and private lives, patterns of 

behavior, and the way in which individuals interact with one another and depends on 

perspective that approaches history from the “bottom up” in order to examine the grass 

roots and the day-to-day. Yet “everyday” life does not mean that the role of the state is 

                                                
45 Jan Palmowski, “Between Conformity and Eigen-Sinn: New Approaches to GDR History,” Between 
Conformity and Eigen-Sinn: New Approaches to GDR History 20, no. 4 (2002): 496. 
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ignored, instead no real distinction is made between the two because of their reciprocal 

relationship. Toys can help explain how citizens made sense of their state, negotiated 

identity, and transcended the divide between politics and everyday cultural life. 

The arguments of the Potsdam group (led by Konrad Jarausch, Martin Sabrow, 

and Thomas Lindenberger) have also been helpful in examining the issues of power 

structures under socialism. This group considers the concepts of Herrschaft, Foucaultian 

discourse, and Gramscian hegemony to be central to the GDR’s development. As Rubin 

explains, “By buying wearing, living in the material culture of the people’s economy or 

‘Volkswirtschaft,’ East Germans were caught up in a web of Gramscian hegemony, a 

Foucauldian microphysics of power, of Herrschaft.”46 Herrschaft functions as an indirect 

form of power and was a way of winning East German support for communism by 

worming its way into the population’s daily lives in a covert manner.47 Yet, the 

intricacies of state bureaucracy created a chaotic, disorganized system that did not result 

in one central plan or system to guide the state and its people. The East German state was 

not a totalitarian dictatorship, and the state was not a monolithic actor. Instead, I find that 

the relationship between state and society was a part of a nuanced dichotomy that teetered 

between repression and active resistance. The regime’s efforts—literally and 

figuratively—shaped the daily and material lives of its citizens but East German citizens 

were also able to shape the appearance and character of the state.  

                                                
46 Eli Rubin, Synthetic Socialism: Plastics and Dictatorship in the German Democratic Republic (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 8.  
47 Ibid., 5. 
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Recent material culture studies have argued that objects have historical agency through 

the social conditions in which the objects are created—such as through avenues of 

production, consumption, disposal, and destruction. They are also endowed with specific 

meaning, and Martin Blum claims that the language of material culture “enables us to 

read its products as ‘the texts of every-day experiences.’”48 Recently, the material culture 

of East German life has taken the forefront in historiography and indicated that we can 

understand more by using these objects than archival sources alone. The ways in which 

people interact with their environment and objects in their lives shed light on larger 

themes such as consumption, national identity, how one constructs a sense of self, the 

negotiation of the individual within the state, generational relationships between children 

and parents, and the connection between state and society. The framework for 

interpreting East Germany’s history through material culture has been broadened by 

works like Eli Rubin’s Synthetic Socialism: Plastics and Dictatorship in the German 

Democratic Republic and Judd Stitziel’s Fashioning Socialism: Clothing, Politics, and 

Consumer Culture in East Germany, 1948-1971. These scholars argue that everyday 

objects and materials helped East Germans to form a distinctive East German identity, 

aesthetic, and socialist consumer culture.49 They also posit that East German objects can 

be used to raise larger questions about power structures in East Germany and the 

relationship between a state-controlled industry and everyday life. I believe that this 

                                                
48 Martin Blum, “Remaking the East German Past: Ostalgie, Identity, and Material Culture,” Journal of 
Popular Culture 34, no. 3 (Winter 2000): 233.  
49 Eli Rubin, “The Order of Substitutes: Plastic Consumer Goods in the Volkswirtschaft and Everyday 
Domestic Life in the GDR,” in Consuming Germany in the Cold War ed., David F. Crew (Berg Publishers, 
2003), 12. 
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study on East German toys can help flesh out these questions and show that material 

culture simultaneously created ruptures, bridged gaps, and reinforced social norms in 

East German society.  

To date, historians have not reached a clear understanding of how the state 

engaged in subtle and indirect ways in attempts to socialize GDR children and how 

children responded to state initiatives.50 One reason for this is that it is hard to properly 

gauge how organizations, toys, and propaganda impacted the lives of children due to 

minimal sources that showcase children’s unmitigated voices and opinions. Another 

reason for this was that when the wall came down, and the toy industry was restructured, 

documents were destroyed and thrown out, leaving very little trace of information about 

the industry and the individual enterprises involved. Those enterprises that did survive 

after 1989 either did not have archives or the archives stil remain closed to the public. 

Compounding this issue was the fact that records in the toy industry and among designers 

were not well kept, or simply did not exist. “We did not document anything,” explained a 

former toy designer. “Today there are portfolios of people’s design, but back then it was 

all Volkseingentum (public property).”51 Therefore, I attempt to bring together a wide 

range of sources in order to construct as detailed of a study as possible that represents the 

state and the population.  

Employing an empirical approach to my research, I draw from a diverse 

collection of sources—located predominantly in Berlin, Leipzig, Halle, Suhl, and 

                                                
50 Rubin, “Material Memory”, 2. 
51 Erika Prinz, interview by author, Halle, Germany, October 2009. 



 

 26 

Sonneberg—so that my project shows how toys permeated all levels of GDR society and 

their history reveal issues of industry, generation, politics, ideology, socio-economics, 

culture, pedagogy, public and private, and gender roles. In Berlin, documents at the 

Bundesarchiv (National Archive), Deutsche Nationalbibliothek, and the Bibliothek für 

Bildungsgeschichtliche Forschung (Library for Research into Educational History or 

BBF) were especially helpful. The Bundesarchiv houses economic and governmental 

records for toy regulations pertaining to export, import, and production quotas. The few 

secondary sources that exist on the topic of toys in East Germany lack a historical 

framework that traces the ebbs and flows of the industry instead, they opt to narrowly 

focus on particular events and never fully present a full narrative of the industry's history.  

In Leipzig I was centrally located between the former GDR’s major centers of toy 

production, Sonneberg and Seiffen and examined published sources at the Deutsche 

National Bibliothek. The Deutsche National Bibliothek houses trade journals, design 

journals, children's books, exhibition catalogues, household advice literature, advertising, 

design and technical school records, magazines and letters to magazines, newspapers, and 

guidebooks and self-help guides helped elucidate print culture’s prevalent role in 

perpetuating socialist notions of childhood and consumer tendencies. These sources 

allowed me to analyze how the changing marketplace, demand, and governmental 

censors and control and provided insight into the relationship between the toy industry 

and society, or more specifically, exchanges between toy designers, governmental 

officials, workers, and consumers. Print culture served to be a mine of information and 

really illuminated how these sources employed and disseminated pedagogical methods to 
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its readership. East German print culture sought to educate both children and parents in 

the GDR on how to rear children in relationship to their material world, by focusing 

specifically on toys. Popular publications proved to be the most helpful and plentiful 

sources on finding out the state’s views on children’s education and the value of toys. 

This perhaps can be explained by the fact that the state saw parents as those who 

controlled and determined a child’s upbringing and therefore, needed literature that 

would guide them in this process. Additionally useful were magazine advice columns and 

features in which citizens could write and ask for advice from the publication, despite it 

being under state control. These articles, written by citizens, provided a glimpse into East 

German everyday life and sent a powerful message about their importance: these columns 

both documented and assessed citizen’s home situations, were one of the most public 

ways to talk about private life, allowed readers to critique the state, and the answers to 

these inquiries served as a rubric to set the standards of one’s life. It taught its readers 

how they “should” conduct themselves in matters of family, marriage, and child-rearing 

in the new state. These columns brought together intimate details about everyday life, 

reaching a multi-generational readership of East German citizens. Furthermore, by 

publishing these articles, the media helped create the illusion that the GDR had an open 

public sphere to submit their opinions and complaints.  

 However revealing published sources may be, they needed to be examined 

critically; they sometimes offered a limited perspective and were mediated by the state, 

and perhaps can be considered at best, mediated reflections of “public opinion.” In these 

instances, I attempted to frame these sources with outside sources in order to be sure that 
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they reflect actual reality rather than one that the SED constructed. Therefore, in concert 

with these published sources, I also relied on oral history to distinguish between the 

GDR's constructed reality and the actual reality and fill in the gaps. Critics of oral history 

point to its unreliability, subjective nature, and how one’s memory is influenced by time 

and events and experiences, which may result in the misrepresentation of facts. Mary 

Fulbrook explains, “it is ultimately impossible to prove what went on in the people's 

minds, since the majority of the East German population did not keep trustworthy diaries 

now available to historians. It is very difficult to say how the education affected the 

young generation, given that every single east German experienced the the GDR 

differently, lived his or her life in a unique set of circumstances, and hence now holds 

different memories of the GDR.”52 Yet, these interviews were still invaluable in 

providing firsthand perspectives, personal experiences, and capturing the emotions and 

real life responses to historical events. Therefore, interviews with former toy designers, 

East German design officials, toy collectors, parents, and toy industry employees were 

invaluable.  

This dissertation’s organization is thematic, and then chronological within each 

chapter. In Chapter 1, I place a discussion about toy design in the context of state 

initiatives in the late 1950s and early 1960s to eliminate kitsch in East Germany and 

educate the population about the characteristics of good design. Kitsch was associated 

with waste, Western capitalism, and believed to be a detriment to one’s psyche and in 

turn, the health of the nation. To this end, this chapter articulates the relationship between 

                                                
52 Brock, 225.  
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kitsch and toys to explore toys’ significance in creating a sense of belonging and identity 

among the population. Such an examination of kitsch in the sphere of design and material 

culture provides an innovative framework for examining how toys were regarded among 

designers and manufacturers as well as consumers. This chapter also demonstrates that 

both pedagogues and designers used toys as a way to educate the population about good 

and bad design; these groups took objects like toys seriously in that they treated toys as 

formative parts of the human environment. This chapter also articulates the continuities 

and discontinuities of the GDR toy industry with the Third Reich. I argue that in order to 

break from its Nazi past and fully embrace its socialist future, the state attempted to 

create a new material environment for East German children resulting in both parent and 

child having to learn to navigate the material world of the new regime together and in 

turn, both generations were reduced to pupils of the state.  

Chapter 2 examines military toys in the GDR to show that GDR authorities used 

military toys in a multitude of ways: to teach the youth about their socialist duty to 

protect their homeland; to help construct the identity of future GDR soldiers and citizens; 

to justify the creation of GDR military forces; develop a clear sense of the “Freund-

Feind Bild” (Friend-Enemy Viewpoint), in which children were to establish hatred for a 

specific enemy; and to distinguish East Germany from West Germany. The politicization 

of these toys resulted in the materialization of politics in children’s everyday lives by 

perpetuating communist ideology and anti-capitalist propaganda. East German toy 

industry initiatives worked hard to convince parents, educators, and children alike that 

war toys’ stressed the importance of defending one’s country while simultaneously 
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emphasizing that East German military toys were different from the military toys on the 

other side of the Iron Curtain.  According to East German rhetoric, GDR military toys 

helped teach children how to protect socialism while capitalist war toys fostered 

aggression in Western children. Ironically, these toys did not differ aesthetically from 

those of their capitalist enemies, forcing the GDR government to demonstrate that the 

difference could be found in the ideology surrounding their use. In this chapter, I consider 

East German development in tandem with international shifts in the design and cultural 

valorization of toys as well as in the context of remilitarization in the Cold War. Despite 

GDR citizens’ resistance to remilitarization, upon the creation of the National People’s 

Army (NVA), the government called for the production of military toys, which added 

another dimension to the rearmament debate and helped politicize the world of children’s 

play. The government used toys in an attempt to justify the military’s role and existence 

in GDR society, rendering the debate about the need for a military in the GDR a very 

material one. Employing the very same rhetoric that the GDR used in arguments in 

support of the NVA’s existence, arguments in favor of military toy production focused on 

West Germany’s remilitarization efforts and the fact that they were also producing 

military toys. Discussions about toys in the context of remilitarization allowed the East 

German government to push potentially controversial ideas about rearmament and 

society’s militarization in seemingly innocuous ways. Therefore, East Germany made a 

conscious effort to market military toys in a way that differentiated them from the Nazi 

past and from West Germany while simultaneously validating the need for the NVA. 
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Military toy production provided an opportunity for this political debate to play out at the 

most elementary, material level.   

 Chapter 3 focuses on the relationship between work and play in East German toy 

design and East Germany’s economy. The workplace united workers and their families as 

a site of labor and leisure, while the image of the worker served as the foundation for the 

GDR’s national consciousness and identity. State rhetoric valorized the worker and the 

working class was considered to be the “the guarantor of the future and economic and 

social progress.”53 This image created a conceptual link between work and the nation, 

through a worker’s commitment and efficiency in the workplace, he became responsible 

for the state’s social and technological advances that were in direct opposition to 

capitalism. Because work was central to every day life and socialist ideology, Soviet 

pedagogues argued that play was the earliest form of work in a child’s life and his toys 

were his tools. Therefore, through play, children would establish a work ethic, 

concentration, commitment, and fine motor skills needed for their future careers. This 

resulted in the government’s call for the production and consumption of toys that 

replicated tools and would help children develop different skills that they could later use 

as adults. To this end, the state spearheaded educational initiatives—which involved 

parents, teachers, and children alike—to teach the population about how to integrate work 

into a child’s play. However, there remained a significant contradiction between the ideal 

educational image of work that the state presented the reality of working in East 

                                                
53 Dorothee Wierling, “Work, Workers, and Politics in the German Democratic Republic,” International 
Labor and Working-Class History, no. 50 (Fall 1996): 47-48. 
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Germany. The image of work that pedagogues presented, conflicted with what work 

really was like in the GDR, and the disparity between the image and the reality widens as 

the economic situation in East Germany worsens. 

 Chapter 4 explores how state legislation intended to create a society of gender 

equality. This also meant that pedagogues sought to eliminate gender divisions among 

toys by encouraging boys and girls to play with the same toys. However, because the 

state was unable to control social practices within the home, East German children grew 

up in an environment of contradictions that ultimately perpetuated a message of 

conservative traditional gender roles. The traditional gender roles that children witnessed 

in the everyday reinforced ideas about what toys each sex was supposed to play with. The 

visual culture and rhetoric of toy advertisements further compounded the issue of gender 

inequality by reinforcing traditional notions about gender, which resulted in a 

contradiction between state rhetoric and the toy advertisements themselves. 
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Chapter 1 
“If only good is produced, nothing bad can be sold”: Kitsch and Toy Design 

 

In the 1955 East German public service film, From Hansl and other Toys (Vom 

Hansl und anderen Spielsachen) the film’s narrator, Hansl, a grotesque hand puppet with 

a carved wooden head and fabric body, takes the viewer on a journey in taste education 

and a lesson on “good and bad toys.”54 The short film, intended more for adults than 

children, provides the viewer with helpful tips on how to find the correct toy for a child 

which will help cultivate their “sense for the genuine and beautiful.”55 Hansl notes that 

good toys must be “durable, clear in color and form, and made out of strong material” 

and warns that, “one must be careful, it is easy to find many tasteless things next to good 

toys in our stores.”56  

In the film’s final scene, Hansl shows his audience examples of good and bad 

toys. As he stands behind a moving conveyor belt filled with toys, Hansl critiques the 

toys; first a wood turning kit rolls across the screen on the conveyor and Hansl points to it 

and declares, “this is perfect for our young engineers!”57 Then a tool set and wooden 

building blocks come into the frame and the film cuts to an image of children visiting a 

construction site for a Plattenbau (the pre-fabricated apartment buildings that were 

typical in the GDR). Just as quickly, the film cuts back to an image of Hansl stroking the 

                                                
54 Vom Hansl und anderen Spielsachen. 35 mm. Directed by Hanna Emuth. Berlin: DEFA-Studio für 
populärwissenschaftliche Filme, 1955, Bundesarchiv-Filmarchiv, Berlin B 82962-1/22102 
55 This film was broadcasted on the Deutscher Fernsehfunk (the state television broadcaster in East 
Germany) on Monday, January 30, 1956 at 5 pm, Neues Deutschland (January 29, 1956). It was shown 
again at 5 pm, on Thursday, June 7, 1956, Neues Deutschland (June 6, 1956). 
56 Vom Hansl und anderen Spielsachen.  
57 Ibid.  
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wooden building blocks with his fabric hand and proclaiming, “when one visits the 

Plattenbau it is clear that this can awaken a child's fantasy. Good toys guide children in 

life.”58  Next, a group of stuffed animals, porcelain dolls, and a picture book from West 

Germany with images of Native Americans emerge on the conveyer belt and Hansl 

becomes clearly agitated. He quickly throws each toy off of the conveyer belt shrieking, 

“Away with you! You corrupt the children’s taste!”59 Immediately following the 

“harmful” toys, a handful of Käthe Kruse dolls appear on the conveyor belt.60 As Hansl 

grabs one of the dolls, he proclaims, “Oh, I like to look at you!” and begins to kiss her. 

By demonstrating to its viewers the difference between good and bad toys, this film is a 

telling example of the ways in which the East German “educational dictatorship” 

(Erziehungsdiktatur) used material culture—specifically toys—to educate its citizens 

about good and bad design, taste, and inculcate in its population an appreciation for 

beauty.61 

Throughout the decade of the 1950s, there was a shift in cultural policy in East 

Germany that was rife with possibility but also laden with discord. From the nation’s 

inception until the collapse of the GDR, East German designers, producers, politicians, 

and consumers fought over an object's form and what a socialist object should look like. 

                                                
58 Ibid.  
59 Ibid.  
60 The inclusion of the Käthe Kruse doll in this film is peculiar because this doll was first introduced in 
Germany in 1910, making it relatively outdated for East German pedagogues to recommend for children. 
Kruse’s dolls were designed so that children could cultivate a close, emotional relationship with them, 
unlike the “hard, cold” dolls of the past. These dolls were “natural” with moving parts and real hair, David 
Hamlin, “Work at Play: Toys and the Toy Industry in Germany, 1880--1914” (Ph.D., Brown University, 
2002), 300-301.  
61 Greg Castillo, “East as True West: Redeeming Bourgeois Culture, from Socialist Realism to Ostalgie,” 
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 9, no. 4 (2008): 754. 
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Milena Veenis contends that, “Within the GDR, the design of the material world was 

dictated by an outspokenly ideological conviction that it was possible to give life a 

progressive sense, content and meaning, by rearranging its material structure.”62 The state 

attempted to do this by controlling people's tastes through product availability and 

establishing an educational infrastructure that would help the population develop a 

particular taste aesthetic.  

At the root of these issues, stood the question of how to create a uniquely socialist 

society and individual through the aesthetics of objects and education. Aesthetics, 

considered to be “the science of the beautiful,” was inextricably linked with sensory 

perception to “bring about a certain emotional reaction in the individual.”63 This idea, 

that design could create, shape, transform, and cause harm to an individual, and in turn, 

an entire society stemmed from socialism’s ideological belief that objects in one’s 

environment had the power directly to influence their character, well-being, behaviors, 

and personality. By surrounding GDR citizens with quality, well-designed goods ranging 

from furniture to children's toys, authorities believed that they in turn could create a 

society filled with obedient, hard-working people who were inherently committed to 

socialist society.  

 In a 1951 article, Horst Michel, one of the GDR’s preeminent industrial 

designers, articulated this point:  

 

                                                
62 Milena Veenis, “Consumption in East Germany: The Seduction and Betrayal of Things,” Journal of 
Material Culture 4, no. 1 (March 1999): 88. 
63 Siebrecht, 88. 
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“While in the capitalistic world furniture, fabrics, lamps and 
dishes as well as images, music, and books are seen as more or 
less easily sold items, we see them as our partner, as important 
pieces of our cultural life. They influence and shape our lives 
unconsciously, they can lift or diminish our moods and 
perceptions [Stimmungen und Auffassungen], they serve us either 
poorly or well.”64  
 

Design literature noted that both a “physical injury” and “damage to the human 

character” occurred when people purchased and surrounded themselves with inferior, 

low-quality goods. Although it was believed that any poorly designed object could be 

detrimental to an individual, these discussions were especially important in the realm of 

toy design because of toys’ ability to warp a child’s aesthetic sensibilities, encourage the 

“form[ation of] false ideas and bad opinions”, and stunt a child's development while 

simultaneously squandering valuable materials and labor.65 Well-designed toys, on the 

other hand, had the ability to affect the senses of a child positively, awaken his or her 

ability to perceive the beautiful, and cultivate creativity in young individuals. Toys 

sustained and affected a child’s physical and psychological development, and they carried 

a high educational and creative value that “lift[ed] them to the level of art, this value and 

benefits rise far beyond the level of their selling price and material costliness.”66  

As a result, the GDR began a massive re-education process centered on lessons 

about taste and design in order to eliminate poorly designed objects—in this case, toys—

                                                
64 Horst Michel, “Guter Geschmack oder ‘Geschmackssache’: Ein Problem, das ernsthaft diskutiert werden 
sollte,” Der Handel 1, no. 9 (1951): 280, Design Sammlung, Horst Michel Archiv.  
65 Erwin Andrä, Spielzeug zu aktuellen künstlerischen Fragen der Spielzeugproduktion (Berlin: VEB 
Verlag der Kunst, 1955), 7 and Ruth Peters, “Tagungen und Kongresse: Spielzeuggestaltung,” Neue 
Erziehung im Kindergarten 4, no. 1 (January 1951): 17. 
66 Kath Kögel, “Fachschule für Spielzeug Sonneberg,” Neue Werbung 7, no. 10 (October 1960): 11. 
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and teach citizens how to be a proper East German consumer. After all, one “did not 

come into the world with good taste (Geschmack)”, as a 1956 Kultur im Heim article 

stated, it needed to be cultivated.67 These lessons about taste resulted in the intersection 

between politics, design, and the everyday that traversed all generations. With its new 

products, aesthetics, and technology, the state's design efforts erased what Eli Rubin 

terms as the “material memory” of the older generations, making it difficult for them to 

pass down old habits and advice to the new generation of GDR children.68 The ideology 

that was tied to the new products and particularly the new aesthetic of the GDR created 

an unfamiliar environment for the older generation, who were then forced to abandon the 

ideals of the regime in which they grew up, and embrace the new way of life—at least 

materially and aesthetically—in the GDR. This disparity in physical environments 

between the generations resulted in a re-education process; simultaneously, both parent 

and child had to learn to navigate the new regime together, reducing both generations to 

pupils of the state.  

In this chapter, I argue that toy design was central in this process of the state’s 

attempts to create an ideal socialist personality and GDR citizens’—as well as 

children’s—taste education. Unlike adults who encountered a variety of objects that 

helped them to understand socialist design standards, a child's taste education was mainly 
                                                
67 Ernst Miermeister, “Das Schöne muß auch nützlich sein,” Kultur im Heim, 1956, SiG Bemerkung 
Spielzeug 44 31/3. 
68 Rubin, “Material Memory,” 5. Rubin uses the term “material memory” to describe how objects have the 
ability to be inscribed with the past and can act as “physical memory cues” between generations (Rubin, 
Material Memory, 5). The older generations had no experience, history, or relationship with the new 
objects and aesthetic of the GDR, meaning that the material world looked and felt different for the older 
generation, and did not allow for them to exchange knowledge about these objects with those younger than 
them.   
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cultivated through the toys that they played with and which helped them become familiar 

with and understand their environment. Children needed well-designed toys—realistic, 

fully functional, sturdy, and of “acceptable” forms—so that they could learn from these 

objects what constituted “good taste” and in turn, carry a sense of “good taste” with them 

into adulthood. In order to develop, maintain, and reinforce this sense of aesthetics 

among children, pedagogues took educational initiatives that used toys as their main 

arbiter of teaching children about an acceptable socialist aesthetic. Toy designers and 

pedagogues needed to ensure that the content of play reflected the “new and progressive 

aspects” of GDR life, and that this was supported and enriched by “appropriate” toys that 

would help the child “penetrate deeper into the phenomena of the surrounding reality, 

while helping to shape his personality to fit [the GDR’s] humanistic educational goals.”69 

The state argued that this taste education should focus on and start with children, 

the generation that was the most impressionable, which had not been exposed to the 

previous National Socialist regime’s indoctrination and aesthetic standards so that the 

socialist way of life and aesthetics would be second nature to them and would lead to the 

elimination of the demand for, and production of kitsch which was seen as damaging to 

society. The way to do this was through a child’s environment, the rooms they lived in, 

places where they played, and the toys with which they played. However, achieving and 

then enforcing this taste education would not be simple. First, what was meant by “taste” 

remained an ambiguous term; for example discourse surrounding taste often pointed to 

                                                
69 Werner Hortzschansky, “Nur wertvolles Spielzeug in Elternhaus und Kindergarten,” Neue Erziehung im 
Kindergarten 9, no. 7 (April 1956): 15.  
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the idea that objects in one’s environment formed one’s taste, but what “taste” consisted 

of, never was explicitly explained in the context of toys.70 Further complicating the issue 

of taste, was the fact that parents controlled the purse strings and consequently, what toys 

children owned and played with in the home, so it was hard to shape a child’s taste—and 

determining whether they had “good taste”—when parents were the one’s choosing their 

toys.71 

Therefore, the state targeted educating both parents and children at the same time 

so that children could learn from their parents, and parents could learn from their 

children. The state hoped that children, through their taste education in state-run schools 

and the toys available to them in schools, day nurseries (Krippen), Kindergartens, and 

Young Pioneers’ (Junge Pioniere) houses, would demand that their parents buy them 

“proper” toys, and then they would bend to their children’s whims and desires. 

Meanwhile, parents would also have a better sense about good design through state-

sponsored design initiatives on furniture and household goods, and would echo these 

                                                
70 Judd Stitziel’s study on fashion and clothing in East Germany perhaps can fill in some gaps about the 
qualities of good taste. Stitziel argues that in fashion, the definition of “good taste” stressed the “‘timeless’ 
and ‘classic’ values of moderation, simplicity, and practicality,” which supported the SED’s economic 
goals and “helped make a virtue out of the realities of the GDR’s shortage economy.” Official propaganda 
“used this emphasis on moderation” and functionality, “to claim that in socialism good taste provided the 
basis for a truly democratic society by counteracting the bourgeois and capitalist proclivity for conspicuous 
consumption” (Stitziel, 55).  
71 In an interview with a toy official by the name of Mr. Brambl, in reply to the question “do all children 
find your toys pretty?” he answered: “we hope so... Of course, the taste is different. Sonneberg school 
children with whom we consult regularly, tell us that they like the slim doll … better than the chubby doll. 
… The consent of the children made us happy: also because we need less plastic material from Leuna for 
the slim dolls … but that does not mean now that we forget the children who like to have a chubby baby. 
Or maybe it is not so much the children [who like chubby babies] but adults, who when they go shopping 
remember their childhood when [that] was popular and in style?” “Sonnige Freude,” Freie Welt, no. 51 
(1976): 16, Thüringisches Staatsarchiv Meiningen, VEB Kombinat Puppen und Pluschspielwaren Sonni 64 
113/43 [hereafter cited as ThStAM].  
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lessons to their children so that a reciprocal education process was occurring; as adults 

educated children about taste these important lessons would be reinforced in the adults’ 

material world as well.  

The government attempted to shape aesthetic preferences through a two-pronged 

effort: establishing an education on good and bad design and controlling the products 

available to the population. Throughout this history, the question of “control”—control of 

objects, control of the economy, and control of the population's consumption habits, taste, 

education, and morality—continually came up in relation to discussions about taste 

education and eliminating kitsch from GDR households. Eli Rubin paints a picture of the 

East German economy as a site in which “taste and aesthetic judgment [were] inherently 

inscribed with questions of economics. The struggle to control resources was bound up 

with cultural control, and the two, formed a morality of things, functions and materials, 

and unity of economic value and moral values.”72 In its fight against kitsch, the 

communist government crystallized and legitimated its argument for the creation and use 

of a totalitarian planned economy in order to control people's taste. 

The History of Kitsch in Germany 
 

The issue of kitsch was central to discussions about the ways in which the state 

was to provide GDR citizens with a proper taste education. East German debates about 

kitsch were not a historical anomaly; from the very beginning of the term's inception in 

the 1860s when “kitsch” became part of Munich art dealers’ vernacular to refer to cheap 

artistic reproductions that were sold to tourists, it was a vague, problematic term that 

                                                
72 Rubin, Synthetic Socialism, 170. 



 

 41 

individuals struggled to effectively define, and identify what was actually kitsch.73 By the 

beginning of the twentieth century, there seemed to be an obsessive fixation with kitsch 

being corruptive and threatening to German society and its people. A product of mass 

production and consumption brought on by the Industrial Revolution, kitsch quickly 

became associated with issues of class and facilitated the inherent association between 

the daily lives of the urban working- and middle classes and the mechanized means of 

production. Acting as an auxiliary of mechanization, kitsch reinforced the lower classes’ 

dependency on the system of production and created an even larger chasm between high 

art and the masses.74 Critics noted that only those with enough leisure time, privilege, and 

access could cultivate an appreciation of the avant-garde and high art while the lower 

classes did not and out of necessity, they were much more likely to be “drawn to the 

chaff.”75 Therefore, kitsch’s growing popularity and broad applications threatened high 

art and fostered social inequality. 

By 1909, kitsch entered the vocabulary of the wider public after art historian and 

director of Stuttgart’s State Crafts Museum Gustav Pazaurek organized an exhibit of 

objects that were considered “distortions of artistic taste.”76 Pazaurek, a member of the 

Deutscher Werkbund (German Work Federation) believed that objects exerted a great 

moral and aesthetic influence on people and described kitsch as “tasteless mass rubbish 

                                                
73 Whitney Rugg, “Kitsch,” The University of Chicago: Theories of Media: Keywords Glossary, 2000 
accessed July 14, 2013, http://csmt.uchicago.edu/glossary2004/kitsch.htm), (2002). 
74 Monica Kjellman-Chapin, “The Politics of Kitsch,” Rethinking Marxism 22, no. 1 (2009): 29. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Natalia Skradol, “Fascism and Kitsch: The Nazi Campaign Against Kitsch,” German Studies Review 34, 
no. 3 (October 2011): 595. In Skradol’s footnote she states that the original title of the exhibit was 
“Misguided Taste in Arts and Crafts” (“Geschmacksverirrungen im Kunstgewerbe”). 
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… [I]t disregards all the demands of ethics, logic and aesthetics; it is indifferent to all 

crimes and offences against material, technique, and functional or artistic form; it knows 

only one commandment: the object must be cheap and yet still attempt to create at least 

some impression of a higher value.”77 The exhibit, entitled “Cabinet of Bad Taste” 

presented a complex categorization system of design mistakes with accompanying 

examples that focused on the “evil nature” of the objects which were “derive[d] not from 

their purpose—from acts that could be performed with them—nor from their symbolism, 

but from the evil or badness that is manifested in their production, design and functional 

quality.”78 Pazuarek’s exhibit served as one of the first public attempts in Germany to 

show the population that in order to discern what good taste was, bad taste must be 

eliminated first. This line of reasoning, that people must have the ability to differentiate 

the good from the bad by receiving some form of education in taste—and in turn, 

eliminate bad taste—would prove to be the crux of future discussions about kitsch’s 

aesthetic, moral, social, and political implications in Germany and more specifically, the 

GDR.  

The Nazis were also preoccupied with kitsch and its detrimental effects, more 

specifically kitsch’s ability to “infect” the Volk (people) and be a “direct offense against 

the sacred dignity of the state.”79 Nazi law-makers and ideologues targeted any object 

                                                
77 Ibid., 595. The Deutsche Werkbund, established in 1907, was a state-sponsored association of artists, 
architects, designers, and industrialists that strived to create a new context of understanding between 
product manufacturers with design professionals in order to traditional crafts and industrial mass-
production techniques. They focused on an object’s quality, functionality, utility, sustainability, and 
practicality. 
78 Ibid.  
79 Ibid., 601. 
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suspected of being “national kitsch”, that exhibited a “misplaced application of national 

symbols, and whenever there is no correspondence between the object and the symbol.”80 

By May 1933, Joseph Goebbels, the Minister of Public Enlightenment created the “Law 

for the Protection of National Symbols”, which forbade the use of public symbols of 

German history and the German state “in a way that is likely to insult a perception of the 

dignity of these symbols.”81 This law soon became known as the “Anti-Kitsch Law” 

(Anti-Kitsch-Gesetz) which made clear that the very items that German merchants 

peddled in hopes of cashing in on the enthusiasm for the new regime—commemorative 

Nazi merchandise and souvenirs, Prussian eagle figurines, Hitler busts, pens, plates with 

slogans, NSDAP ties and pins—were unwelcome in Hitler’s Germany.82 A few months 

later, the Fighting League for German Culture (Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur) 

organized the “Away with National Kitsch” (“Fort mit dem nationalen Kitsch!”) exhibit 

in Cologne. This exhibit displayed two rooms, one filled with “garish” political 

memorabilia and tasteless furnishings and the other a room from a modern apartment 

with examples of a proper Teutonic living culture.83 The Nazis’ attempts to control the 

German population’s aesthetic choices would prove to be eerily similar to those of the 

GDR. While there is no explicit causal link between the Nazis’ and GDR’s abhorrence of 

                                                
80 Ibid, 598. 
81 Ibid., 596. 
82 Although it is not explicitly clear why kitsch is not defined or mentioned in the law, its omission is 
significant and consistent with kitsch’s very nature and the subsequent difficulty that both the Nazis and the 
later East German government had in crafting a concise, clear definition of kitsch. Again, this speaks to 
kitsch’s duplicitous nature, and the myriad of interpretations that materialize when defining kitsch. This 
law also had an appended “kitsch list” which named forty-nine designated kitsch objects. Paul Betts, The 
Authority of Everyday Objects: A Cultural History of West German Industrial Design (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2007), 32, 34. 
83 Betts, 34; Castillo, 762. 
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kitsch, the role that kitsch has played in Germany remained the pervasive thread 

throughout changing regimes and demonstrates important continuities in the idea that 

kitsch was a dangerous threat to the health of the state.  

Establishing an East German Aesthetic 
In the early postwar period, the issue of how to restart and rebuild life under a 

new regime while also coping with the Nazi past and destruction from the war stood at 

the forefront of design discussions. How could divided Germany find a balance between 

tradition and modernity—embrace new styles and a way of life—while still maintaining 

some aspects of German identity and elements of the past.84 Much like early twentieth-

century discussions about kitsch, East German state rhetoric about kitsch was permeated 

with anti-capitalist rhetoric directly connecting kitsch with issues of class conflict. 

However, East German propaganda also associated kitsch with the West and imperialism. 

Considered to be the “heritage of capitalism” officials linked kitsch’s origins to western 

consumer culture. Designers and politicians saw the West as a place of limitless 

consumption, where consumers purchased items not because they really needed them but 

simply because they desired them. Therefore, they wanted to change the GDR’s product 

landscape to present items that were best for the worker.85 Kitsch was associated with 

waste—a waste of time, energy, and resources—but it was also a result of mass 

production and capitalism. As a “hangover from pre-socialist times, which had arisen 

from capitalist profiteering and had no place in the new society, where it led to the 
                                                
84 Jeremy Aynsley, Designing Modern Germany (London: Reaktion Books, 2009), 147. 
85 Ina Merkel, “Consumer Culture in the GDR, or How the Struggle for Antimodernity Was Lost on the 
Battleground of Consumer Culture,” in Getting and Spending European and American Consumer Societies 
in the Twentieth Century, eds. Susan Strasser, Charles McGovern, and Matthias Judt (Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 288.  
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squandering of labor, materials, and energy”, kitsch in East Germany was a symptom of 

capitalist cultural dissolution.86 This did not mean that the East German state was against 

mass production per se—an East German newspaper article in 1954 credited mass 

production with the ability to manufacture quality goods—but instead felt that mass 

production could lead to the “distortion [die Entstellung]” and “warping [die 

Verzerrung],” of goods if producers “lost sight of socialist ideals.”87 Considered insidious 

and threatening to the state, the rise of kitsch was blamed on the “insatiable capitalist 

profit-seeking manufacturers and distributors.”88 Kitsch was not only an aesthetic 

problem but also an “ethical problem” that had a “considerable importance for our entire 

social life and at least indirect [importance] to our political fight.”89 By associating kitsch 

with the West, the GDR could differentiate its own products from those in the West while 

simultaneously teaching the population about acceptable design. This also helped feed 

into the early Cold War binary of East versus West—kitsch was one more way in which 

the West and capitalism threatened to harm East Germans and kitsch was an integral part 

of capitalist countries’—namely America’s—quest to control and ruin people’s 

sensibilities and taste. 

                                                
86 Katharina Pfützner, “‘Cold, Clean, Meaningless’: Industrial Design and Cultural Politics in the GDR 
1950-1965,” in Contested Legacies: Constructions of Cultural Heritage in the GDR, eds. Matthew 
Philpotts and Sabine Rolle, vol. 3, Edinburgh German Yearbook (Rochester, NY: Camden House 
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87 Hans W. Aust, “Schönheit ist nicht teurer als Kitsch,” Tägliche Rundschau (Berlin), 1954, Box 
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88 Hannes Bürgel, Lisa Erlebach, and Heinz Kaden, Umweltgestaltung: Die Materialsammlung für Schuler 
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This association of kitsch with Western consumerism was not simply about 

kitsch’s threat to East Germany’s product landscape but had larger implications as well. 

The SED saw kitsch as part of a larger threat that placed the GDR’s national security and 

identity in jeopardy. Kitsch “threaten[ed] [the] fight for the preservation of peace or the 

reunification of Germany.”90 The language used to describe kitsch was linked with 

discussions of remilitarization and national defense. Anti-kitsch rhetoric was virulently 

militaristic--kitsch was described as the “enemy”, “dangerous”, “threatening”, 

“exploitative”, “manipulative” and something that East Germany—as well as West 

Germany—needed to “defend” itself against, “overtake”, and “defeat.” East Germans 

were informed that it was their “duty” to “ensure that such kitsch does not appear on our 

market, by contrast, we defend ourselves in every way [possible] where we see it.”91 

Kitsch was referred to as “the enemy within” able to bring down the entire state, much 

like how “one bad egg” could “corrupt the entire Christmas Stollen,” and needed to be 

monitored, controlled, and eliminated much like other state enemies at this time.92 It is 

                                                
90 Ibid. In a 1956 National Zeitung article the author stated: “But don't we have bigger worries? Do we not 
fight against the remilitarization of West Germany, against NATO, for peace and for fixing our republic? I 
dare say that both kitsch and the remilitarization are related to the strengthening of our Republic,” Franz 
Fühmann, “Warum ich gegen Kitsch bin,” National Zeitung (Berlin), July 13, 1956. For kitsch to be a part 
of discussions that focused on national security illuminates how concerned the SED was with kitsch’s 
ability to infiltrate, influence, and damage East German society. The message from this article clearly 
shows that the threat of kitsch was not only a political problem but that its defeat was equivalent to 
crushing Western capitalism and consumerism. To protect and strengthen East Germany against the West, 
the GDR needed to eradicate kitsch just as fiercely as it needed to rearm. 
91 Peters, 17. 
92 Horst Michel, “Was ist denn Kitsch?,” Union, December 11, 1958, Design Sammlung, Horst Michel 
Archiv. Michel also links his discussion of kitsch and Geschmack to beer and actual taste; that “One cannot 
argue whether dark, light or bock beer tastes better, but whether it is possible to tell if the beer is good or 
bad independent of these flavors [“Man kann sich nicht streiten, ob Dunkles, helles oder Bockbier besser 
schmeckt, aber ob das Bier gut oder schlecht ist, kann, unabhängig von diesen Geschmacksrichtungen, 
festgestellt werden”]. There is no good or bad taste, there is only tasteful and tasteless. Within these two 
terms are of course different flavors.” Michel’s example is yet another instance of a traditionally “German” 
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striking how both people (those who either fled the GDR, who spoke out against the 

regime, or who were part of the Western capitalist world) and objects were described as 

state enemies and equally insidious and dangerous to the health of the state. The 

symbolism/metaphor of kitsch ruining a Christmas Stollen is especially indicative of how 

menacing kitsch was to East German national identity and how afraid the regime was of 

those (both people and objects) that did not conform to the tenets of the socialist state.93 

The production and consumption of Stollen, a traditional German bread that has been 

served at Christmas in Germany since the fourteenth century, is an indispensable element 

of the German Christmas celebration much like mulled wine (Glühwein), Christmas 

markets (Weihnachtsmärkte), and tiny spice cookies (Pfeffernüsse). A typical German 

Christmas would not be complete without Stollen, in particular a Dresdner Stollen—

which is said to be its city of origin—making the image of a ruined Stollen a perfect 

metaphor for how great a threat kitsch really was; capable of corrupting and ruining 

things that made up the very essence of German tradition and were a part of its national 

heritage, narrative, and identity. This created a tension in what East Germany was trying 

                                                                                                                                            
food product being used as a way to explain to the public about the importance of taste (literal and 
figurative) and its connection between objects and food. Another way to look at this is the parallel that 
these discussions are drawing between food and objects and the senses of taste and sight. Much like a 
proper German should inherently know what a good Stollen or beer should taste like because it is a part of 
their national heritage and identity, one should also have this inherent sense of how to differentiate what 
good and bad design is in the German tradition. A more overt (and literal) example of this is the article 
“Pistole in der Weihnachtsstolle,” Neues Deutschland (Berlin), December 23, 1955 that reported on how 
the West was corrupting East Germany by literally baking a pistol into a Weihnachtsstollen and smuggling 
the “explosive” baked good over the border into East Germany. 
93 For a discussion of Christmas’s significance and central role in the creation of public national identity in 
Germany see Joe Perry, Christmas in Germany: A Cultural History (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2010).   
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to do, simultaneously preserving German traditions while at the same time promising a 

brand new and different socialist future.  

Toy making was another component of Germany’s national heritage and identity 

that East Germany sought to appropriate as its own yet at the same time, repackage with a 

socialist aesthetic. In most instances, bad toy design was almost always attributed to, and 

blamed on, Western capitalist influence. Because East Germany needed to produce toys 

for export to Western countries in exchange for hard currency, it was easy to explain that 

the industry was forced to produce poorly designed toys because of foreign market 

demands. For example, Michel blamed poor product design on West German mail-order 

companies such as Neckermann or Quelle whose buyers supposedly “undermined his and 

his disciples’ efforts to create a morally responsible product culture in the GDR.”94 He 

argued that because these companies wanted low-priced goods, this forced East German 

industries to use low-quality materials, which compromised the aesthetic and 

functionality of the products.95 A 1951 article confirmed this: “incredibly cheesy and 

absurd shapes and colors are manufactured and on special order from America: babies in 

swaddling blankets with pacifiers in mouth ... made from poor, cheap material. Just 

horrible, tasteless things are ordered from America.”96 Using overt anti-West rhetoric as 

the backdrop to these discussions, East German officials were able to make Cold War 

politics an inherent part of the toy design debate and shoulder blame for poorly designed 

                                                
94 Katrin Schreiter, “Germany’s Cold War on Display: The Political Aesthetics of German-German 
Relations, 1949-1989” (Ph.D., University of Pennsylvania, 2012), 195.  
95 Ibid.  
96 Peters, 17. 
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toys upon capitalist countries, further reinforcing socialism’s supposed superiority over 

the capitalist West.  

East German designers spearheaded efforts to help consumers differentiate 

between good design and kitsch through educational initiatives that were directed at both 

children and adults. In 1948, Michel introduced a quality seal for crafts and applied arts 

in Thuringia that consisted of a white lily and hammer in a blue circle and organized 

exhibits intended to teach the population about design.97 Called the “Kitsch Exhibits”, 

these shows began in 1949 and displayed household wares and other consumer goods of 

both good and bad design. By seeing the “the pretty next to the ugly” (Schönes neben 

Häßlichem), exhibit visitors would learn how to tell the difference between the tasteful 

and tasteless and in turn, acquire a “feeling for the good.”98 In 1953, the Institute for 

Applied Arts (Institut für Angewandte Kunst) and the German Building Academy 

(Deutsche Bauakademie [DBA]) also held similar exhibits such as the Industriewaren 

von Heute show and Besser leben-schöner wohnen! which targeted an audience of 

designers, manufacturers, retailers, and socialist citizens.99 Both exhibits served to “to re-

educate socialist citizens misled or misinformed about the ideological content of their 

                                                
97 Ronald Stade, “Designs of Identity: Politics of Aesthetics in the GDR,” Ethnos, 58. 3/4 (1993), 246. 
Products with the quality seal were priced higher indicating to the goods industry that if their products 
could earn the seal, better profits would result. 
98 “Gefühl für Gutes bildet sich,” Märkische Volksstimme (Potsdam), January 18, 1953.  
99 The Besser leben—schöner wohnen! exhibit and colloquium was held on November 17, 1953 in a 
temporary pavilion in Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. The Industriewaren von Heute exhibit was held from 
December 24, 1952 to January 21, 1953 in the Berolinahaus in the Alexanderplatz train station. In 1950 the 
Institute of Industrial Design (Institut für industrielle Gestaltung) was established by Mart Stam who was 
the director of the College of Applied Art Berlin-Weißensee (Hochschule für angewandte Kunst). In 1952 
it was separated from the university in Weißensee, placed under the direction of the Ministry of Culture, 
and renamed the Institute for Applied Arts (Institut angewandte Kunst). Rubin, Form of Socialism, 165, and 
“Von 1950 bis Heute,” Stiftung Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Accessed February 
1, 2015, http://www.hdg.de/berlin/sammlung/geschichte/von-1950-bis-heute/. 
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nation’s Bauhaus legacy” and displayed items that the state thought should fill East 

German homes.100 In the Besser leben—schöner wohnen! exhibit, a “chamber of horrors” 

display (reminiscent of Pazaurek’s 1909 exhibit) attempted to warn visitors of the 

dangers of kitsch with the caption: “Formalism and kitsch serve only the misanthropic 

interests of imperialism and its politics of warmongering.”101  

Public discourse regarding the abundance of kitsch, product quality, and aesthetic 

value in the GDR was extremely critical of the new state’s shortcomings. Newspaper 

articles noted that the “trash” (Schund) East Germany produced was “far worse than the 

capitalist kitsch that also is produced in West Germany because it is not even skillfully 

crafted.”102 “It is unacceptable that we call our products “export-wares” because they are 

so bad in form that we embarrass ourselves to consider them good enough [for export]. If 

we bring them to foreign markets, it is no wonder that we would not find good clientele 

[to buy them],” lamented another newspaper article.103 While another claimed that 

“nowhere else in the world is there as much kitsch as there is in the GDR.”104 

At the center of these public critiques about the state of consumer goods was the 

question of whether the administration (the supply side) or the people (the demand side) 

were at fault for kitsch’s proliferation in the GDR.105 “Does our industry not produce 

                                                
100 Castillo, 761. 
101 Ibid. 
102 “Der Volkseigenen Gartenzwerge am Pranger: in der DDR steigt eine Kampagne gegen die Produktion 
von Kitsch-Artikeln-was finden die Leute schön?”, Süddeutsche Zeitung (Munich), August 22, 1956, 
BArch DY 27 823. 
103 Heid, “Die Verantwortung für den Kitsch,” Sonntag (Berlin), October 6, 1956, DY 27/7530, SiG. 
104 “An die Leserin: zu viel Kitsch, zu wenig Schönes,” Märkische Union (Potsdam), June 13, 1956, BArch 
DY 27 823. 
105 “Warum noch so viel Kitsch?,” Märkische Volksstimme (Potsdam), January 18, 1953, BArch DY 27 
823. 
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tasteful wares?” asked the Märkische Volksstimme in 1953, “Or do our working people 

have no sense [for taste] and prefer inferior and shoddy products?”106 Producers 

attributed kitsch’s production to East German consumer demand and export countries’ 

wishes for particular goods.107 While consumers saw the producers as the problem. One 

article accused the toy industry and trade of not supporting those who are trying to 

eliminate kitsch in children’s lives and having “little or no relationship to the demands of 

population.” The article explains that in almost every toy store one finds “building sets 

with kitschy images in candy-colored hues” and the pedagogical experts found the new 

designs display in an Institute for Applied Art to be “unusually lively.” As a response, the 

VEB Toy Factory Steinach produced eight thousand kits with the new more favorable 

design however, the German Retail Head-Office (Deutsche Handelszentrale, German 

Retail Head-Office [DHZ]) refused to sell these new kits on the market because they 

would replace the old ones that were a part of the “national tradition.” The author writes,  

“Undoubtedly, the old building blocks have value in the history 
of toys, but not in the kindergartens and children’s room of the 
present. It is not about the number of pieces, says the trade, but a 
matter of principle. In principle, we have to say that we are 
against development-inhibiting principles and prefer beauty and 
good taste to dictatorial violent measures [Gewaltmaßnahmen]. 
Finally, before there is a “no” there should at least be an 
attempt.”108 
 

In another letter to the Berliner Zeitung, reader Hidda P. from Weißensee lambasted the 

toy industry for its inferior quality goods, concern with only making a profit, and the lack 

of awareness of the importance of toys:  
                                                
106 Ibid.  
107 “Der Volkseigenen Gartenzwerge am Pranger,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, BArch DY 27 823. 
108 “Spiel und Kitsch,” Neue Zeit (Berlin), May 6, 1956. 
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“Dear “BZ”! Take a look at the toys more closely! What the 
industry throws into the market, is inferior, over half of it is 
tasteless and un-pedagogical [unpädagogisch]. … Everywhere we 
strive for progress, development, Redesign. Our targets include 
many areas that are categorically inferior. Why are no 
commanding words being spoken? Our hopeful organizations 
[Konsum, a chain of collectively owned grocery stores and 
supermarkets and HO, Handelsorganisation, Socialist Trade 
Organization] apparently have not yet grasped the importance of 
this issue. … But the creators of these broken or otherwise 
inadequate toys are an enemy to child’s aspirations, and to 
educational and cultural upswing [Aufwärtsentwicklung]. … 
Toys must fulfill a higher purpose, are the first mediator of our 
culture, not just a pastime and source of income.”109  
 

And two kindergarten teachers, after visiting the DHZ-Consumer Goods: Toys exhibit in 

1952, criticized the quality of the toys displayed and questioned the role of the producers. 

They noted,  

“the baby dolls with the big eyes you can say confidently are 
kitsch, and the production of such toys should not probably be 
worth anything today. We wondered whether dressed animals 
present a real knowledge to our children, for example, a monkey 
dressed as a drum player. … Could the production people not call 
in educators who work daily with children and their toys? … We 
educators strive to … awaken a healthy feeling for art in 
[children]. The DHZ, which supplies all of the state’s retailers, 
the Konsum, and HO, we expect that they pursue the same goals 
as we do.”110  

 
Designers also recognized and reluctantly admitted that manufacturers were producing 

kitsch items out of “habit and thoughtlessness” and argued that in the socialist society, 

producers should be able to overcome capitalist consumer culture and create better 

objects by removing bad products from production. The phrase, “if only good is 

                                                
109 Hidda P., “Kinderspielzeug allzu zerbrechlich,” Berliner Zeitung (Berlin), January 6, 1950. 
110 “Wir brauchen besseres Spielzeug,” Berliner Zeitung (Berlin), August 16, 1952. 
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produced, nothing bad can be sold”, adopted from the title of a popular pamphlet written 

by Michel in 1952, became the battle cry. Designers demanded that manufacturers stop 

producing kitsch and provide the population with a proper education on design and good 

taste.111  

Although calls to end kitsch production seemed like a relatively straightforward 

demand, the actual process of implementing such a plan was much more complicated. 

Firstly, the GDR’s consumer good industry was fraught with problems that stemmed 

from the lack of communication between design institutes, manufacturers, and the 

population. Especially during the early years of the GDR, designers, architects, and artists 

had very little control over what manufacturers produced.112 Almost none of the Soviet 

state-owned factories (SAGs or Sowjetische Aktiengesellschaften), which were later 

called People Owned Factories (VEBs or Volkseigene Betriebe) employed product 

designers, leaving the task of product design to workers and engineers who had little 

interest in aesthetics.113  

This meant that designers at the design schools produced prototypes of goods that 

the population did not need or want while the Ministry of Trade and Supply and the 

Ministry of Light Industry did not communicate with the design schools to let them know 

                                                
111 Hannes Bürgel, Lisa Erlebach, and Heinz Kaden, Umweltgestaltung: Die Materialsammlung für Schuler 
(Berlin: Volk und Wissen Verlag, 1975), 16. 
112 Whether designers ever actually had significant control over East German production is also not clear. It 
is true that in the early years of the GDR designers were concentrated in the four centers of design which 
made it almost impossible for there to be an idea exchange with manufacturers but this same problem is 
noted again in 1956 at the Anti-Kitsch conference.  
113 Rubin, Synthetic Socialism, 44.  
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what goods were needed.114 Compounding this issue was that the various institutes for 

design that existed were also quite fragmented, disorganized, and often not in agreement 

about design standards. This led to diverging opinions about design and product 

aesthetics, which in a system where standardization was of utmost importance, this 

caused lags in production and contradictory messages about taste were communicated to 

the population.115 

These production and design issues were further exacerbated by consumer 

demand, consumer taste, and the limits of the economy. The socialist trade organizations, 

(HOs) which were national retail stores owned by the government, did not care about 

aesthetics and were more interested in stocking their shelves with products that would 

sell.116 One buyer for the HO in Potsdam argued that without kitsch, the sales 

performance (Umsatzsollerfüllung) would be in jeopardy.117 Another Cottbus shop owner 

reiterated this point, that although his store carried a mix of modern and kitsch items, he 

was unable to offer the modern items without the revenue that the kitsch brought in.118 

                                                
114 Stenogram der Konferenz, “Gegen Kitsch in der Gebrauchsgegenstände und geschenkartikel Produktion 
für eine höhere Verkaufskultur”, 29, BArch DY 27 823, hereafter cited as “Stenogram der Konferenz.”   
115 Stenogram der Konferenz, 4, 30. State Secretary Knesche stated “the artist, who is responsible for 
designs (Entwürfe) needs to be connected to the industry. The artists sit in Weißensee, and from Weißensee 
they are supposed to make designs for curtains and lace (Spitzen) for the people of Plauen.” “Die Käufer 
sollen entscheiden,”Märkische Volksstimme, January 18, 1953. 
116 Stenogram der Konferenz, 13. A HO owner stated, “If my customer wants a souvenir in the shape of a 
teacup, then he should have it; how it looks does not matter to me, I have my plan and I must bring in so 
much money from souvenirs.” 
117 “Warum noch so viel Kitsch?,” Märkische Volksstimme. 
118 Stenogram der Konferenz, 38: Mr. Zollner, an architect from Cottbus, stated: “In Kottbus we have a 
private store where I buy a lot of things … When I come into the store, on the left side there are wonderful 
things with only a few kitschy items, and on the right side—I’m sorry to have to say—for the part is 
Meißen [porcelain], posed flesh-colored women, pugs, chickens, pheasants wonderfully colorful and 
painted gold. I talk often with the owner and his son-in-law. The son-in-law is responsible for the right side 
while the father-in-law is responsible for the right. I said, ‘have things sold from the right side? ‘Yes,’ 
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The fact that kitsch was selling over “good design” points to the issue of population not 

knowing exactly what designs constituted “good taste.”  

When the population saw examples of good design in exhibitions, museums, and 

the Leipzig Fair the displayed goods were often not available in stores. One exhibit 

visitor wrote in the guestbook, “Why are the exhibited well-shaped pieces 

not commercially available or (rarely available)? Why does one find instead in the stores 

the worst kitsch, which is shown here as a bad example?”119	  The Leipzig Fair, which 

attracted hundreds of thousands of visitors each spring and fall and allowed East German 

consumers the opportunity to see that year’s best products and designs, also showed 

products that the never appeared in stores, which resulted in consumers’ endless 

frustration.120 One woman wrote a letter to the popular women’s magazine, Die Frau von 

                                                                                                                                            
answered the owner, “you see, if I did not have them [the porcelain figures], than I could not have what is 
on the left side, [the porcelain brings me money].” 
119 “Kitschwaren könnten längst verschwunden,” BZ am Abend (Berlin), January 7, 1953. 
120 The postwar Leipzig trade fair was important because it provided a link between the GDR and the 
traditional roots of German industry and trade, was a propaganda event for the regime—in that it was an 
opportunity to show what the GDR's Volkswirtschaft would eventually offer its population—and a chance 
for Western foreign trade ministers to establish export agreements with the GDR. According to Rubin, state 
officials leaders hoped that contact with western businesses would “raise the profile of the GDR in the 
West, spread the word about the progress of socialism throughout capitalist circles, and most crucially, 
bring in enormous amounts of hard currency” (Rubin, Synthetic Socialism, 156). In 1953, the West German 
toy trade magazine, Das Spielzeug interviewed an unnamed West German toy manufacturer who attended 
the Leipzig and Nuremberg fairs. He was asked about the differences in toy design, quality, and selection 
and his thoughts on the effects of Germany's division on the toy industry. He explained that East Germany 
was behind West Germany's toy development because the GDR lacked synthetic materials and could not 
find a replacement or supplement for tin and wood. The manufacturer also expressed disappointment that 
the German toy industry of the prewar period has been ruptured to a point where trade between the 
resulting two industries was almost impossible and that the two industries were so dissonant and 
disconnected. In a statement laden with nostalgia for a unified Germany he states, “it is only a wish that 
soon the day will come that West German manufacturers could show their goods unhindered in Leipzig and 
vice versa. Hopefully, [with this idea in mind] people can begin with innocent children's toys to say, ‘this is 
how Germany in its entirety should be!” from “Das Spielzeug im Westen und Osten,” Das Spielzeug (April 
1953), 281. The following year, Das Spielzeug published another article about the Leipzig fair but this time 
the author's tone was one of exasperation; the article “Leipziger Messe--Politisch?” intimated the 
burgeoning tensions between East and West German toy industries and political spheres. The article 
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Heute, complaining how she was often “legitimately angry” because of having to visit 

“toy store after toy store in the search of a toy” that ultimately she could not find. 

Although she eventually admits that she “finally found something good,” the amount of 

effort she needed to put forth and the continual disappointment with toy stores’ selections 

were frustrating; “how long must I look here and there, and how much I had to pass and I 

liked nothing. … At the fair it was the reverse: the good predominated.”121 

Another obstacle that designers faced in teaching East Germans about good 

design was that consumers’ were plagued with “tastelessness” (Geschmacklosigkeit), that 

was “too much of a tradition that was ingrained in the daily lives of workers” for it to 

disappear without greater state intervention.122 Therefore, in May 1956, the Institute for 

Applied Art, the East German Association of Creative Artists (Verband Bildender 

Künstler Deutschlands [VBKD]), and the Cultural League for the Democratic Renewal of 

Germany (Kulturbundes zur demokratischen Erneuerung Deutschlands) organized the 

“Gegen Kitsch in der Gebrauchsgegenstände- und Geschenkartikel-Produktion- Für eine 

                                                                                                                                            
claimed that the 1954 Leipzig fair was a propaganda show that promoted the Soviet system more than the 
items on display (visitors could only pay in rubles, for example), Leipzig merchants were stripped of their 
freedom because every toy displayed at the fair was “linked to the state”, and the fair ruined existing 
relationships between producers and consumers. The article concludes with the declaration that the Leipzig 
Fair was “an illusion and will remain one as long as it is controlled by the political objectives of a 
government focused on collectivization,” “Leipziger Messe--Politisch?,” Das Spielzeug (Oktober 1954), 
629. 
121 Marianne Scharenberg, “Gedanken nach der Leipziger Messe: Verlangen Sie gutes Spielzeug!,” Die 
Frau von Heute, no. 15 (August 5, 1960): 14. In her article about the Leipzig trade fairs in the 1950s, 
Katherine Pence argues that the GDR recast the fairs as showcases of socialism and that they "reflected the 
advancement as well as the struggles to achieve them."121 Pence points out that they displayed an 
abundance of goods that were not representative of everyday GDR life and even acquiring goods for the 
fairs was at times difficult. In addition to the fair's boasting a false accessibility, material constraints meant 
that the goods on display often could not be found in stores, did not fit the needs of the population, and 
were expensive (Katherine Pence, “‘A World in Miniature’: The Leipzig Trade Fairs in the 1950s and East 
German Consumer Citizenship,” in Consuming Germany in the Cold War, ed. David F. Crew [New York: 
Berg, 2003], 22-23, 33). 
122 “An die Leserin: Zu viel Kitsch, zu wenig Schönes,” Märkische Union. 
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höhere Verkaufskultur” conference (otherwise known as the Anti-Kitsch conference) to 

address the issue of how to create a taste education for the population and made clear 

how central the state’s pedagogical role was when defining what the population needed 

and should want.123 The conference attendees—who came from a variety of different 

design institutions and backgrounds as well as journalists from the publications Sonntag 

and Bildende Kunst—felt that because the “political consciousness is, for many, not 

sufficiently developed to enable citizens to distinguish beautiful and good from ugly and 

bad” citizens’ needed to be provided with “a material education [that] penetrates [the 

citizen’s] innermost being, including the world of his dreams and fantasies” in order for 

changes to bear fruit.124 The conference attendees devised a list of solutions that entailed 

establishing residential counseling centers to teach people about design, changing 

children’s school curriculum to include lessons on aesthetics, and mobilizing the press to 

provide its readership with “excellent photographs of exemplary … products.” In 

addition, the state would offer educational lectures, films, and television programs on 

design, manufacturers would receive sales premiums for well-designed goods, and 

museums would have “simple exhibits [showing] good objects.”125 Although these 

educational initiatives mostly seemed intended for adults, the conference attendees 

stressed that an all-encompassing taste education needed to be provided first and 

foremost for children. If the GDR did not cultivate a taste education that began in 

                                                
123 Stenogram der Konferenz, 2. It is noteworthy that the conference participants discuss how film and 
literature can be more easily controlled and that objects are more threatening because they cannot be 
controlled. 
124 Castillo, 754. 
125 Barbara Altmann, “Attacke gegen die Gartenzwerge” Neue Zeit (Berlin), June 7, 1956, BArch DY 27 
823. 
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childhood, as children grew up it would become increasingly more difficult to convince 

them of the importance of good taste in adulthood.  

The Socialist Personality and Taste Education  
The East German state considered children to be “unfinished” adults whom it was 

possible and necessary to mold into a particular type of person who had achieved a 

“socialist personality.” An individual who had a “socialist personality” was an individual 

who adhered to societal standards of behavior such as having a traditional respect for 

authority, discipline, hard work, and efficiency. The socialist personality type was 

supposed to be a result of the material, intellectual, and cultural developments of 

socialism, but also an essential prerequisite for the acceleration of scientific-technical 

progress while socialist relationships among people were to be characterized by 

solidarity, collectivity, helpfulness, respect, and civility. A true socialist personality 

encompassed a balanced, proportional relationship between the spiritual, philosophical, 

moral, technological, aesthetic, and physical aspects of life.126  

Early pedagogical literature fixated on ways to achieve the socialist personality. 

Dr. Gerhart Neuner, the President of the Academy of Pedagogical Sciences (Die 

Akademie der Pädagogischen Wissenschaften), wrote:  

“To educate or let them grow, there is no real alternative. It is 
rather educate or not educate, it is about good-educating or 
poorly-educating. Confident, strong socialist personalities only 
develop if we educate them! For this we have to offer and use 
favorable conditions of socialism for the development of such 
personalities, and we have to create such conditions with the 
intent for education.”127  

                                                
126 Siebrecht, 5. 
127 Gerhart Neuner, “Die zweite Geburt,” Sonntag (Berlin), February 4, 1979, BArch DY/30 19392, 
[emphasis in the original]. 
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Because children were the most impressionable and least exposed to the material culture 

of previous regimes, the younger generations were the focus of state initiatives to create a 

new generation of citizens whose internal psyches and natural tendencies would reflect 

the requirements of the GDR’s collective society. The material aspect of creating a 

socialist personality relied on the notion that play and one’s aesthetic education was 

related closely to the development of personality; from the toys that children played with, 

the state believed that this would help children know how to determine important 

cultural, aesthetic values later as adults, shape their personality, and these lessons would 

later manifest themselves in the labor process.128 Therefore, the production of a good toy 

was “a special concern of [the] young socialist state, which [was] keen to develop in the 

child everything that serves his personality development.”129 If children were instilled 

with the proper aesthetic values from the beginning, as the younger generations grew up 

and had children of their own whom they could teach about proper design, kitsch and 

poorly designed objects would eventually disappear altogether from the material culture 

landscape of the GDR.  

Those who had the most power in this process were designers and manufacturers 

of toys. The state tasked these people with creating objects that helped the evolving 

individual “construct” his or her entire personality while parents, teachers and 

organization leaders were supposed to reinforce the aesthetic lessons that well-designed 

objects represented.130 As a result, it was important to control with what and how children 
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played if they were to develop into productive, hard-working members of society.131 Toy 

research and production focused on creating materials that allowed children more space 

for creative ideas and for constructive and varied play in an attempt to develop the 

socialist personality. New toys were developed so that they would “lead their owners to 

the high humanistic ideas of socialism” and give children a clear idea of what a proper 

aesthetic looked like, one that was free of kitsch.132 Parents, on the other hand, were told 

that it was their task to “enable the child to perceive the beautiful in art and life, merge 

his aesthetic needs with the desire to awaken/motivate themselves to create something 

beautiful, to familiarize himself with the artistic activities and to develop creative 

skills.”133 This meant that parents should study and become familiar with works of 

literature and art, paintings and sculptures, crafts, and music, as well as observing nature 

as a way to educate themselves about proper aesthetics so that they could pass down 

these lessons to their children in their selection of and play with toys.134 In this regard, 

toy design demonstrates the intersection of an object’s form and content with East 

Germany’s aesthetic educational goals and ideology.135  

In the GDR, a fundamental part of developing the socialist personality in children 

and in turn, creating a model socialist citizen, relied on the premise that the state could 

control and perfect an individual’s environment in order to determine a specific outcome. 
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Both adults and children experienced the same type of environmental indoctrination; the 

government did not discriminate by age in this process but because the younger 

generation was still impressionable and a seemingly “blank canvas” to impress the state’s 

ideological goals upon, the SED considered children’s personalities to be easier to mold 

than adults who were educated under a different regime and were more resistant to 

conforming. Children did not have the ability to “distinguish the truly beautiful from the 

tasteless and tacky” so adults needed to be equipped with the proper tools to discern 

between good and bad design, since they were the portion of the population who actually 

brought objects into a child’s world.136 They had the power to purchase these objects 

while children were merely placed in the environment adults had designed. Therefore, the 

state was hopeful that lessons in taste would be reciprocally shared between adult and 

child and would begin in the homes, kindergartens, and schools.137 

According to Marx, a child’s taste education began with the environment in which 

child lived. In an individual’s physical and intellectual development, the individual’s 

interactions with the external (natural and social) environment helped form a person 

internally which would then reflect itself in the external reality. Marx writes, “if the 

human is formed by the circumstances, we must form the human circumstances.”138 In 

other words, a Marxist taste education was basically the process of aligning an 
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individual’s internal model of reality with one’s external world.139 Early Soviet 

pedagogues like W.G. Balinski and Anton Makarenko believed that this process began in 

childhood and that within the first year of a child’s life one must develop a feel for the 

tasteful [Gefühl für das Geschmackvolle].”140 This was also connected to Marx’s idea 

about how a personality is formed, he argued that personality and society were inherently 

connected and that different types of societies resulted in the formation of specific social 

personality types, meaning that a society with different classes would also result in a 

society with a multitude of personalities. Therefore, social classes needed to be abolished, 

so that one personality could exist, and culture, which was held in the hands of the 

bourgeoisie, could be returned to the masses and equally shared.141  

The designed physical environment was one of the basic prerequisites of a child’s 

development, and it was the place where the characteristics of a socialist personality were 

essentially trained and formed.142 East German pedagogues argued that the interaction 

between a child’s environment and play and the nature of the environment—whether it 

encouraged humane or inhumane thought, for example—impacted a child’s soul (Seele) 

and would later determine its character.143 The process was as follows: a child’s 
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environment helped form its taste education, the taste education was important in helping 

a child develop a socialist personality, and this development and education was explicitly 

reflected in play interactions, specifically play with other children and toys. 

According to pedagogues, design officials and state officials, in order to educate 

children to become socialists and reinforce socialist standards for the rest of the 

population, parents needed to create an environment for children that was beautiful—

although exactly what they meant by beautiful remained an ambiguous term—and where 

they could feel comfortable and could be positively influenced by the things around them. 

Unsightly or unkempt spaces and objects encouraged carelessness, fostered debauchery, 

listlessness, and a lack of discipline in children.144 Objects that were beautiful had an 

“ennobling effect” that could “elevate” East German citizens above the ordinary and 

everyday, and encourage them to be creative. Contact with the beautiful “sharpened” all 

of a child’s senses, making the child “more sensitive to its environment.”145  

Therefore, the design of a child’s home environment was important. In one 

particular article in Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten, the author L. Schirokowa 

demonstrated the immense significance that one’s home environment had in a child’s 

taste education. Schirokowa explains that typically adults decorate their homes as they 

wish, forgetting that children also grow up in this milieu and have particular 

environmental needs.146 For the child, the home environment was “the most secure, 

understandable and most important and the most beautiful” and its design needed to 
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follow “the basic trends of the modern style of simplicity, convenience, and harmony.”147 

Alternately, a home with too many objects could make living spaces crowded and overly 

busy, leading to the disruption the development of the aesthetic perception of the child.  

Schirokowa explained,  

“no one would argue that a rug or wall hanging makes a place 
more comfortable but multiple wall hangings in one room, also 
ones that are not harmonious in color, tastless, and intrusive 
[aufdringlich und geschmacklos]. Here is where there is a 
paradox, the overabundance of beautiful things actually destroys 
what is beautiful. And when developing a child’s aesthetic 
relationship to his environment [Umwelt], expensive objects are 
absolutely not necessary. It is much more important that all of the 
objects that adults and children use at home are chosen 
tastefully.”148 
 

The objects that filled homes would “imprint themselves into the consciousness of the 

child and spoil his notions about real values and moral ideals.”149 Not only would an 

overabundance of objects create clutter in the home it could also lead to a “carelessness 

towards the objects” because “it is difficult to educate a child about the aesthetic 

relationship to the child’s environment when the child does not understand the value of 

the surrounding things and it does not learn to understand.”150 By informing parents that a 

poorly designed home environment was detrimental to children, the state linked design 

with proper parenting. And through this relationship, the very idea that the shape of one’s 

teapot or the amount of objects in a home could contribute to the quality of a child’s 

personality could be anxiety-inducing for a parent who wanted nothing less than the best 
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for their child. The second message here is the connection made between bad taste and 

consumer excess. This article draws attention to wastefulness as part of the evil nature of 

rampant Western consumer culture. By encouraging citizens to avoid “overabundance”, 

the authorities hoped to create a society of trained to accept communal living and adhere 

to the mantra “only take what you need, leave what you don’t.” Adults needed to provide 

children with the proper environment in order to ensure their development into proper 

socialists. In order to reinforce these lessons about home design, toy designers 

encouraged parents to let their children play with dollhouses because they mirrored the 

latest architectural trends and through their design and furniture helped them “understand 

living culture, thus contributing to the improvement of the future, and raise taste levels 

[Geschmackniveaus].”151  

A child’s aesthetic education was much more than just an “artistic education”. 

Touted as the “main component [Hauptbestandteil] of the communist education”, one’s 

aesthetic education stressed aesthetic relationships between man and nature, of social life 

and art, and more generally how aesthetics were a part of all areas of reality.152 The 

aesthetic education had to teach children about all that was beautiful in the everyday, 

nature, work, the Soviet people and in society, “so that the child can grasp how to 
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understand, love, and treat people.”153 In this, the moral, political, and aesthetic education 

were also inherently connected with one other.154 

As one of the plans that came from the Anti-Kitsch conference, the East German 

aesthetic education needed to be an integral element of the pedagogical system. Leading 

students to the world of the beautiful (die Welt des Schönen) meant for them to grow up 

in an environment with infinite richness of colors, tones, and forms. Pedagogues argued 

that taste was formed in early childhood, and that is why they must “ensure that the 

things that surround the child from an early age—his seemingly unimportant toys—are 

solid and good.”155 Children also had to learn the difference about what is good and what 

is bad, so as their aesthetic taste developed, they would be immune to “trashiness 

[Plattheit], lack of culture [Kulturlosigkeit] and all primitive phenomena in art, in 

behavior and appearance.”156 It was important that adults showed and explained what is 

beautiful, useful, decorative, and what could be tasteful for children at home and in the 

school.157 One way in which this happened in schools was through classes that developed 

a sense of “elementary design awareness” [elementares gestaltungsbewußtsein] that 

encouraged children to “express their personal world relationship concretely and 

pictorially. ... [this education] is supposed to … develop the conscious use of things and 
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creative design activities in everyday life.”158 One course (for classes 2 to 5), entitled 

“beautiful vessels” showed children what beautiful vessels looked like and how they were 

made. These classes were intended to “empower children to become aware of their 

aesthetic needs.”159  

Another important element of a child’s taste education could be developed 

through a child’s play, namely through the action itself and the toys involved. Play 

contributed to the all-round development of the children in that it helped form in them the 

concept of communist morality, expand their field of view, develop their language, 

awakened aesthetic feelings in them, and developed creative imagination.160 Play in it of 

itself was considered to be a highly aesthetic activity; what was beautiful and 

aesthetically pleasing was not limited only to objects but included also the content of 

play, a child’s movements, their physical actions, conversations, attitudes, and the way 

they literally played by themselves and with others.161 In the 1965 Neue Erziehung article, 

“Das Spiel und die Ästhetische Erziehung der Kinder”, the author, L. Berger urges 

educators to recognize the many aesthetic elements hidden in play so that “the education 

should strive for good manners, harmonious movements and physical beauty and attitude, 

expressive and clean speech from the child during play.”162 It was through this process 

that play could be beautiful and the content of play had the ability and “opportunity” to 

espouse beauty. Using the example of hosting a doll birthday party, Berger explains that 
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the children will learn how to prepare for guests by cleaning and tidying their space as 

well as learn how to set the table and “tastefully arrange flowers in vases.”163 It would be 

through “diverse aesthetic impressions” like the doll’s birthday party that children will 

become “excited for aesthetic design and act it out in play.”164 Berger argued that as a 

result of this collective excitement and contentment that stemmed from aesthetically 

pleasing play, “neither noise nor dispute [will disrupt] play, [it will] make the children 

happy, and their play full of happiness and harmony will bring them to an aesthetic 

experience, where they will express in words: ‘today we have played beautifully!!’”165 

Even the process of picking up one’s toys after play was a source of beauty. Toys that 

allowed one to clean up easily after play, for example, cardboard dollhouses that could be 

flattened and carried by handles or building blocks that fit into a container, helped 

children acquire a sense of order and “joy in beauty” through their actions and playthings. 

These playthings and the process of putting toys away helped “cultivate order in the 

home and sense of order [Ordnungssinn] in the child.”166 Through these activities 

children would also “learn to love work and understand work’s aesthetic value. From 

this, they would begin to “see work not as mandatory, but as an activity” and as a result, 

“joy would come from ‘the laws of beauty.’”167  

Coupled with the aesthetic nature of play, the design components of a toy—its 

color, form, and material—also served the aesthetic development of the child and helped 
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it process knowledge and experiences from the environment.168 Toys left “aesthetic 

impressions” that “stamped themselves deep in [a child’s] thoughts.”169 An East German 

toy designer who would later become head of the Institute for Toys (Institut für 

Spielzeug), Erwin Andrä expounded:  

“Toys should awaken a child’s sense of beauty and [help them] 
develop a sense of aesthetics. As a result, a toy’s form and colors 
must be realistic, precise, and clear. The aesthetic must not only 
beautiful in color, or have decorative ornamentation or have 
fashionable accessories but the toy replica must fully comply 
with the appropriateness of form and function of reality. … [The 
toy’s] design and shape should help cultivate an uninhabited 
childlike view of beauty and truth.”170 
 

Pedagogues argued that the toys children played with explicitly cultivated a child’s taste 

education; that toys acted as a child’s “first art teacher” which helped them to develop a 

sense of proper aesthetics and an appreciation for beauty.171  

To develop, maintain, and reinforce the good taste that toys were supposed to 

foster in children, design and pedagogical literature constructed guidelines about toy 

design. However, the actual history of the production of East German toys reveals 

important slippages between this theory and actual practice; these guidelines were part of 

an ever-evolving process to define what exactly was meant by “good” toy design.172 

Pedagogical and design impulses were not as organized and clear as the state wanted its 

consumers to believe. Consensus or a clear trajectory among the various voices involved 
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which included toy design students, toy designers, pedagogues, and state officials was 

lacking and varied throughout different moments in East Germany history.  

For example, there was no real centralized school of educating toy-makers on 

design standards. The main institutions that trained toy designers were the Burg 

Giebichenstein University of Art and Design in Halle (Burg 

Giebichenstein Kunsthochschule Halle) that offered students the opportunity to specialize 

in the field of play and spare time planning, the Technical College for Applied Art 

Sonneberg (Fachschule für angewandte Kunst Sonneberg) which became the Technical 

College for Toys (Fachschule für Spielzeug) in Sonneberg in 1960, and the Institut für 

Angewandte Kunst in Berlin, which had a department that specifically trained students on 

the design and pedagogical value of toys.173 In 1972, the state established the Office for 

Industrial Design (Amt für industrielle Formgestaltung [AiF])—formerly known as the 

Central Institute for Design (Zentralinstitut für Formgestaltung) a 1965 offshoot of the 

Institute of Applied Arts—within the Ministry of Economic Development that guided and 

controlled East German designers, was responsible for holding exhibits about design, and 

managing public relations and addressing everyday cultural topics. Within the AiF they 

established the department “Kindumwelt” (literally, “children’s environment”) which had 

the task of controlling toy design and ensuring particular toys’ production and influencing 

the design of playgrounds and playground equipment.174 Yet these institutions did not 
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work together to create a cohesive system in which these design standards were always 

enforced.  

  In addition, as a result of the 1960 the Toy Document, a formal center of toy 

design was established in Sonneberg entitled the Institute for Toys (Institut für Spielzeug) 

but its existence was short-lived. The Institute for Toys was intended to act as a scientific 

and technical center of the toy industry, be in charge of research and development, and 

provide guidance and support to toy manufacturers.175 In particular, the institute was 

tasked with aiding the industry in its transition from manual work to mechanization and 

building socialist working groups (Arbeitsgemeinschaften) in factories.176 It was also 

supposed to take over the responsibilities of publishing and distributing pedagogical 

literature on toys and control the toy industry trade journal—that was first issued in 

1960—that informed its readers about the latest at home and abroad in toy 

manufacturing.177 Andrä, who was in State Planning Commission (Staatliche 

Plankommission, [SPK]), as the Director of the Head Office of Toys in the Ministry for 

Light Industry (Hauptverwaltung Spielwaren im Ministerium für Leichtindustrie), 

became the school’s director. However, the institute faced a multitude of difficulties 

including being understaffed, and it dissolved only a few years later, never achieving 

what the Toy Document had envisioned for it.178  
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The Technical College for Toys was responsible for developing and designing 

new toys to picture in publications as examples of ideal toys, trained toy designers to 

work in the industry, and continue the broaden East Germany’s export program. The 

school considered toys to have the ability to “[form the child's] taste so that as an adult he 

himself can create and cherish cultural values” so it aimed to raise the level of design 

among industrially manufactured toys that favored “the content-rich life [inhaltsreichen 

Lebens]” of East German children and supported their polytechnical education.179 

The state-funded school, which provided its students with all of their learning 

materials and was free for them to attend, had forty students in 1962 with 79% of the 

students coming from outside of the district Suhl.180 The school’s faculty was granted the 

rare ability to travel abroad each year and attend West Germany’s Nuremberg trade fair 

to learn about new developments on the international toy market and its close proximity 

to the Sonneberg Toy museum provided its students with the opportunity to “examine old 

toy models and translate their national artistic values into new forms and ideas.”181 The 

Technical College’s students were tasked with using “precise technology and creative art, 

with elaborate shapes and designs they developed new toys,” which were supposed to 

“lead [the toy’s small owner to what is beautiful and to the high humanistic ideas of 

socialism” and “provides the child with a clear example of proper aesthetics.”182 Students 

attended classes in pedagogy and product design, on the history of toys, the necessity of 

play, the toy in preschool and school age children, guidelines for the new toys and the 
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technical aspect of toys. In the first year, all students took the same basic courses such as 

color theory, perspective, and technical skills, the history of toys, and in their second year 

and third years they studied design and would train in their specialization, either 

ceramics, wood, or textiles.183 Students would form their aesthetic taste and cultivate 

their technical and artistic talents.”184  

The institute fostered a close cooperation between its students and the industry; 

each academic year every student spent ten weeks in a toy factory to observe how toy 

design functioned in an industrial setting, provide students with an insight into new 

production processes, prepare them for their future professional work, and be a “valuable 

contribution in their education on the “socialist consciousness.”185After completing their 

training, most graduates in the school were funded for one year in a state-owned 

company in their professional area, which functioned like a paid internship so that these 

“well-trained, talented young people” would exert a “significant positive influence” on 

toy design.186 However, the degree to which the Technical College for Toys actually 

influenced what the industry produced was never clear. A 1960 article in the East 

German design journal Neue Werbung lauded the college for its close relationship with 

merchants, storeowners, engineers, and salespeople and how it often discussed details and 

design issues with industry representatives.187 But an article two years later, offered a 

different perspective, when the head of the school, Hans Döbrich, wrote that toy 
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manufacturers did not utilize the school enough.188 In a 2010 interview with Erwin 

Andrä, the former director of the Institute of Toys and rector of Burg Giebichenstein 

University of Art and Design in Halle, agreed with Döbrich’s statement, and reiterated 

that the Technical College and Institute for Toys had very little to do with the 

manufacturers despite the fact they had treaties and agreements with the industry and the 

organizations were state-controlled.189   

The design guidelines that these institutions followed and taught their students to 

bring with them into the industry, were often not able to be carried out for a variety of 

reasons, such as the GDR needing to produce cheap toys for the international market, the 

lack of materials, the rise in popularity and necessity of plastic. Design was supposed to 

be “synthesis of design wants and economic ability that also “did the collective good.”190 

Toys needed to be cheap, but also “beautiful, educational, usable and feasible.” Often, 

this meant that the sale of the toy often trumped all other factors.191 Erika Prinz, a former 

East German toy designer at the VEB Puppenfabrik “Biggi” Waltershausen in Thüringen, 

and current professor in the department of Design of Playing and Learning (Fachrichtung 

Spiel- und Lernmitteldesign des Studienganges Industriedesign), at the Burg 

Giebichenstein University of Art and Design Halle explained, “It was sad for 

designers…. It was pretty contradictory, on one hand they [the state] wanted good 

designs, but on the other hand [the toys] needed to be inexpensive for the international 
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market … Good design, yet also a lot of money [Einmal, gutes Design, einmal viel 

Geld].”192 Therefore, in the following discussion I will look at how material availability 

and the economy, pedagogy, and designers all contributed to discussions about a toy’s 

appearance.  

A good toy needed to have a “content”, in which its educational intent and ideas 

were expressed in a corresponding “form” that was in complete harmony with its color, 

material, and even smell.193 The toy must be united by an “adequate and beautiful shape 

[form] and color scheme” but also be durable and carefully processed, have a good 

surface treatment, and be capable of being easily cleaned.194 These qualities were largely 

determined by a toy’s material which dictated its form; each material had a specific 

“character of form” (Formcharakter); wood could take on different forms than tin, tin 

had a different form and feel than plastic, and so on.195 In the GDR, the command 

economy largely determined what materials would be used to create specific objects. 

Consequently, discussions about the best material that toys should be made from varied 

throughout time as did access to them, indicating that the definition of good toy design 

was malleable, often changed, and sometimes inconsistent. 

In the early postwar period, the GDR suffered from a decimated and splintered 

toy industry as a result of the aftershocks of WWII and division of Germany; East 

German toys were made from any material the factories and toymakers could acquire. 

This meant that during this time, wooden toys saw a brief but limited revival because 
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wood was the first freely available material and the toy-making industry in the 

Erzgebirge continued to produce its wooden toys slowly. The toys, however, were at 

times “technologically backwards” because of the production limitations imposed by the 

material—it was difficult to mass produce wooden toys and wood was not as versatile as 

other materials such as tin and then later, plastic.196 At this time, tin was also used, but 

sparingly because the majority of the tin toy manufacturers had left for West Germany. In 

1953, the toy industry started to consider using synthetic materials to produce toys 

because of the limits of the planned economy made wood and metal increasingly harder 

to acquire and were expensive. In 1955, the toymaker Schönau introduced the first doll 

made of Polysteriol, a hard plastic, on the market and in July 1956 the VEB-Spielwaren 

Sonneberg created a plastic doll out of PVC (polyvinyl chloride).197  

The introduction of plastics was seen as great progress because of the renewed 

foreign market interest in East German toys that helped the industry reposition itself as a 

leader of toy production. Plastic toys could be produced cheaply and efficiently while 

saving the Volkswirtschaft’s resources.198 One GDR author noted that  

“First the first time in the socialist toy production in the GDR, the 
late second phase of the industrial revolution could take place, 
and the toy production finally moved into large industrial 
facilities. The chemical technology… enabled the [industry] to 
become modern. … Finally, after four hundred years an ideal, 
easily accessible material was found for toy production.”199 
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As a new material with its associated new technology, plastic also challenged 

designers to be flexible and innovative as well as requiring them to work together: “The 

modern form designer can no longer work isolated and solitary. He must constantly 

acquire knowledge of new materials and their applicability in the toy industry and the 

processing methods.”200 Plastic also allowed for an increase in labor productivity and toy 

quality. Using the example of doll production, in an article entitled “Dolls Made from 

Plastic have a High Use Value!” the author noted that because production of plastic toys 

could be streamlined—unlike stuffed doll production—production rates could be higher 

and facilitate better design options.201 Dolls’ bodies and limbs could be standardized to 

size and they were more durable than stuffed or cardboard dolls.202 

This transition to plastics in the toy industry was a part of a larger project in the 

GDR that used advances in synthetic technology to create an ersatz consumer culture to 

“prove to the west that modernity and the modern lifestyle belonged to reason and to 

socialism.”203 With the Chemistry Program of 1958, the GDR announced its reliance on 

domestically produced synthetics to replace imported raw materials and produce the 

goods that would satisfy the average East German consumer. In order to sell the public on 

this endeavor, the GDR launched an accompanying propaganda campaign that glorified 

the production and use of plastics and taught East Germans to admire and appreciate 
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plastics.204 In countless articles in design journals, trade journals, newspapers and 

pedagogical publications, plastic was applauded because it could be mass produced, and 

it was light weight, durable, versatile, and hygienic. Publications contrasted plastic to 

wood and metal in order to demonstrate plastic’s superiority. A 1958 Neue Erziehung im 

Kindergarten article lauded plastic as “similar to the attractiveness of the 

flexibility/formability of sand. In contrast to rigid materials, wood for example, the 

moldable material has the advantage of suppleness [nachgiebigkeit] and thereby is rich in 

possible uses.”205 Due to its “amorphous character” plastic could take on the most diverse 

forms while still exhibiting its “distinctive tactile and visual properties … that the child 

can perceive through touch and sight.”206 Toys made from soft plastics provided 

“possible uses [Verwendungsmöglichkeiten]” in children’s play due to their moveable 

parts that mimicked objects in reality and the every day.207 “Crystal clear polystyrene” 

blocks were perfect for crèches, kindergartens, and homes because although they were 

the same size as wooden blocks, they weighed two-thirds less, they had rounded edges 

instead of wooden blocks’ “sharp edges”, and were “hygienic” i.e. washable and easy to 

clean.208 Plastic toys were also advertised as being “physiologically sound, free from odor 

and taste” and durable to the point that they were “materially economical” because they 

could “outlast generations.”209  
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While the toy industry seemed to embrace this material change quite readily, the 

shift to plastics had the potential to create tensions in the shared material world of 

children and parents. The older generations in the GDR grew up with toys that 

traditionally looked and felt quite different than the new toys that lined store shelves and 

littered the floors of their children’s playrooms. In the hope that mothers could merge 

their memories of childhood toys with those of their children, a 1961 photojournalism 

piece in the women’s magazine Die Frau von Heute entitled “Tanja und Burattino” recast 

a new material narrative on a famous fairy tale (Figures 1.1a and 1.1b). Drawing on Leo 

Tolstoy’s fairy tale, The Golden Key—which was based on the story of Pinocchio—the 

photos depict a little girl, Tanja, playing with a plastic toy named Burattino, the main 

character in Tolstoy’s tale. Accompanying each picture is a rhyming couplet, written 

from the perspective of a narrator and Tanja’s perspective as if she is speaking to the toy. 

It begins by introducing Burattino, whose name literally means “wooden puppet”, and 

written from the perspective that the reader already knows who he is, but little Tanja is 

not quite sure:  

“Little Tanja is quite occupied, because she has seen a pipsqueak [Wicht], which 

you already know from Tolstoy’s fairytaleland.”210 

In the second stanza Tanja quickly realizes who he is by observing the toy’s physical 

characteristics:  

“with this funny [nicht geheuer] nose, so tiny, you search adventure and the “little 

golden key”. Yes, you must be Burattino!”211 

                                                
210 “Tanja und Burattino,” Die Frau von Heute, no. 3 (January 20, 1961): 23. 
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With this acknowledgement, the creation story of Burattino is introduced and follows the 

original narrative by explaining that a woodworker carved him “from the leg of a chair.” 

However, Tanja soon realizes that this is not the case, this Burattino does not seem to be 

made from wood at all but from something else. Tanja then explains that in order to 

figure out what Burattino is made from she must feel him. When this happens, she 

proclaims “No, you’re not made of wood from chairs. You’re made of plastic, very 

modern, which all of the children like. … You can move your legs, one can make you sit, 

stand, and lie. You shall be my playmate, [and with this] the whole fairy tale comes to 

mind.”212 Here, it becomes clear that the original story and assumption of a wooden 

Burattino is no longer a reality for the new toys or the youngest generation of the GDR. 

Despite acknowledging that Burattino should be made from wood, Tanja seems to be 

quite happy that he is instead made of plastic, which as she notes is “very modern” and 

brings joy to children. His construction from plastic also allows him to be a great 

playmate to her; she alludes to the fact that because of plastic’s malleable nature, she is 

able to manipulate his body into different positions and therefore, have a more creative 

and diverse play experience. Tanja welcomes this new plastic Burattino, quickly 

forgetting that he is supposed to be made from wood. This article highlighting the plastic 

Burattino, serves two functions. The first is that through its rhetoric and accompanying 

pictures, parents see how plastic can be an excellent alternative to wood as a material for 

a child’s toy. Burattino does not need to be made from wood for a child to recognize the 
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fairytale and still have an enjoyable play experience with the character. The child is still 

able to recall the traditional fairytale and have it unfold while she plays, and because 

plastic is described as “modern” this shift to a plastic Burattino can be seen simply as a 

contemporary interpretation of an old tale. However, the larger significance of this story 

is that the East German plastic Burattino exemplifies a marriage of tradition and 

modernity. Parents are able to merge their memories of the story of a wooden Burattino 

with the reappropriation of the story for a more “modern” socialist state.  

  

Figure	  1.1a:	  (Left)	  Tanja	  und	  Burattino,	  from	  “Tanja	  und	  Burattino,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute,	  no.	  3	  
(January	  20,	  1961):	  23.	  

Figure	  1.1b:	  (Right)	  Tanja	  und	  Burattino.	  
 

Despite attempts like the revamping of the story of Tanja and Burattino, there still 

remained a palpable tension between old and new, wood and plastic toys. Toy designers 

could not doubt that despite all of plastic toys’ wonderful qualities of being economically 

efficient, inexpensive yet novel, durable, hygienic, and their ability to adhere seamlessly 

to the “tradition of the rationality of form” wooden toys still had an appeal to older East 
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Germans. Wooden toys reminded them of their own childhood toys and still embodied 

the very essence of a German toy because of the Erzgebirge region’s longstanding 

tradition of producing wooden toys.213 By the 1970s, there was a definite backlash 

against plastic as the chosen material for toys. Instead, wood toys experienced a small 

revival. Dissenters against plastic—who were most often in small design circles—

questioned whether plastic really was pedagogically and qualitatively better than wood 

noting that plastic was a “difficult” material “for which all designs are possible but none 

is natural.”214 The way plastic toys were produced and plastic’s connection to 

industrialization seemed to drive the critique that plastic was problematic in comparison 

to natural materials such as wood. Because plastic was a result of mass production, a toy 

creator’s individual vision, intention, and meaning was often lost in the process of 

production rendering the toy’s purpose moot. One stated, “with mass produced toys the 

maker’s message and the trace of hands are missing. …[M]ass produced reflects the facts 

of industrial society: specialized planning, division of labor in production, 

standardization, quality control, of often more than a hundred unknown people.”215 

Another designer, Hein Köster—who would later become head of the department of 

Exhibits and Design Collections at the AiF—wrote in the East German design journal 

form+zweck, that children, especially city children who did not grow up with access to 
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nature, needed the opportunity to experience wooden toys because of their diversity and 

man’s affinity with nature in general:   

“[Wood] is a warm material. Man will again/always return 
strongly to wood. City children, who grow up far away from the 
forest, should have more wood placed in their hands. They can 
change its shape and paint it.”216 

 
Helmut Flade, an art historian and toy designer from Olbernau who led a collective of 

seven toy designers making wooden toys, also called for a return to wood, or at least, a 

world where perhaps wood and plastic toys could exist simultaneously for the benefit of 

the child:  

“We live in a highly industrialized country, in a technological 
age. Therefore, people feel more drawn to things made from 
natural-materials. It is unthinkable that a child can grow without 
contact with wood. One cannot surround themselves with 
synthetic materials alone as much as [one cannot surround 
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themselves] only with classical based materials. But surely wood 
as a material has a large future.”217 

 
Despite these calls for more wooden toys, they still remained a rarity because of material 

shortages and economic concerns. It was just too expensive and time consuming to have 

the toy industry shift their focus from plastic toys that could be cheaply produced and 

exported. Individual toy designers could produce wooden toys for consumption but the 

production scale could never meet the demands of the East German or international toy 

market. However, regardless of how rare wooden toys were in the GDR, these rumblings 

in design circles to return to wood indicate that not everyone saw plastics as the best 

material from which to make toys or were completely enamored with the supposed 

“miracle” material. The criticism of plastic also served as a way to reject state initiatives 

and carve out a sense of autonomy. As Rubin explains, “because plastics were such a 

defining mark of mainstream GDR culture, those who wanted to be outside of this often 

chose synthetics as a point against which to define their alternative identity by seeking 

out natural materials.”218  

 Closely related to discussions about toy material was the affect of a toy’s color on 

a child’s senses. Material, color, and form were often talked about simultaneously. Color 

in general was considered to be quite powerful. Toy designers believed that children 

needed to be exposed to color from as early an age as possible because of evidence that 

children processed an object first through its color then through its form making color a 
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very powerful aspect of a toy’s design.219 The color of an object also needed to “submit” 

to its form.220 In a form+zweck article the author noted that “Color can be so dangerous. 

Color should submit to the form, specifically, it should blend into it [sich in sie einfügen]. 

Color is not there to improve a bad form.”221 Although the form of an object was 

ultimately more important, color could detract from it, ultimately being “dangerous” 

because of its ability to influence the form, either by enhancing, modifying, or destroying 

it. Despite this seemingly clear statement, there were contradictions in how this could be 

achieved. Erwin Andrä and other designers such as Hans Döbrich argued that a toy that 

was a bad mix of color and form resulted in kitsch. Because toys were supposed to help 

children understand their environment, Döbrich claimed that “it made no sense” for toys 

that were representative of reality to then be painted colors that did not match that 

reality.222 Reiterating the value of a toy’s color, L. Schirokowa explained: 

“It is important to link objects to his environment ... For example, 
when a child is dressing a doll, you can turn its attention to the 
harmony of the colors of individual garments. For “the boy doll” 
you can propose to the child to choose a shirt to match the pants 
and for the girl [doll] a hat that fits the color of [her] coat. This 
transfers over into the child’s life himself, and how he dresses 
himself. “We’re looking for a belt that goes with the green jacket. 
Perhaps the red is the best?” Gradually the child learns to 
recognize not only the color, but also to distinguish favorable and 
unfavorable assemblies of objects or in clothing. … The taste of 
the child relates to one’s appearance and how well the hair, 
clothes, school, etc. fit.223 
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In this example, it is clear that color is seen as a gateway for the development of 

children’s taste. By properly matching colors for their doll’s clothing, children would 

then learn design lessons about color that could be transferred into their everyday 

activities and serve as building blocks for the foundation of a proper taste aesthetic.  

 However, the influence of a toy’s color was more complicated than simply 

making sure that the toy’s form and color complemented and worked in harmony which 

each other. While some argued for toys that had corresponding colors that represented 

reality and that bright colors were an indication of kitsch, others noted that children 

seemed to enjoy brightly colored toys; indicating that there was a tension between 

providing children with toys that had appealing colors but also reflected the reality of 

child’s environment and were well-designed. Horst Burkhardt, the head of the Toy 

Branch of the GHG Magdeburg (Großhandelsgesellschaft) noted that children seemed to 

gravitate towards toys that had bright, bold colors, such as red, which was “one of the 

most favorite colors of all children.”224 Because color could “stimulate the senses,” bright 

colors allowed for the cultivation of the strongest “education of the senses” 

(Sinnerziehung) and brought the greatest joy to children. Therefore, the article noted that 

adults should pick toys for small children with bold colors.225 In a 1958 pedagogical 

article about whether or not color should be a part of classroom design, a letter to the 
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magazine from a Bohnsdorf elementary school teacher, M. Lauer, also claimed that 

children wanted toys with bright colors and these colors might possibly help them adapt 

to their environment quickly and more effectively:  

“I could well imagine that especially shy children would settle 
faster in a colored room and feel at home. The same applies to the 
toy. I had experience that the children prefer playing with 
colorful blocks more than those with natural colors, that they 
decided on the red and green balls over the gray-brown. Children 
prefer bold colors. So why do people not take this as truth? 
Unfortunately, the wholesale [Großhandel] still offers very little 
colored toys at this time. It would be really desirable, to think 
about how to remedy this evil, and make our kindergartens more 
colorful.”226 

 
In addition, Lauer offers an anecdote about one of his young students proclaiming that if 

they could paint the doll furniture, then they would paint it red.227 As a response, Lauer 

wrote: “We have thought it over; of course our doll corner soon will be painted red!” and 

concluded his letter with a plea for help to the Ministry of National Education 

(Ministerium für Volksbildung), the German Central Institute for Instructional Materials 

(Deutsche Zentralinstitut für Lehrmittel, or DZL) and the DBA, “tell the architects, 

psychologists, and kindergarten teachers that we want as soon as possible to implement 

more colorfully designed rooms, furniture, and toys.”228 While this letter gives insight 

into one teacher’s observations about how children favorably interacted with and 

responded to color, it also reveals this particular teacher’s frustration with the 

governmental organizations in charge of children’s schools and the consumer toy 
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industry. This letter indicates that despite the fact that children seem to enjoy bright 

colored toys, there may have been a disconnect between teachers’ observations and 

demands, educational and state institutions, and the consumer toy industry. The best-

shaped design could completely lose its character and devolve into “a tacky, tasteless 

object when the color does not comply.” 229 Therefore, before handing their plans for a 

toy over to the production side, the designer must also include suggestions for the toy’s 

color. 

Educating Adults about Good Design 
In combination with the push to eliminate poorly designed toys from the market, 

the state used popular publications such as women’s and children’s magazines and 

newspaper articles to educate the population about good design and encourage adults to 

be an active part in a child’s taste education and in the campaign to banish kitsch and 

worthless toys.230  Parents directly controlled the spaces that children occupied and 

wielded the most buying power in the actual purchase of toys. The state therefore 

considered it imperative to guide parents’ toy selection and in turn, teach them the 

“correct” way to raise a child in the GDR.  

In the next section, I look specifically at articles that educate adults on how to 

provide their children with the best taste education and socialist upbringing by selecting 

the “correct” toys. Since toys helped children become familiar with and understand their 

environment, it became an important task for parents to ensure that the content of play 

reflected the “new and progressive aspects” of East German life, and that this was 
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supported and enriched by selecting “appropriate” toys.231 By playing “correctly” and 

having the “right” toys, it was believed that a child would then develop into an important 

contributor to the socialist project and a diligent worker as an adult. However, this 

educational process was not just limited to articles about toys; it would be 

counterproductive to teach children about proper toys and their aesthetics and not have 

the toy consumers reinforce these lessons in their own purchases and surrounding 

environments. These magazines also included articles about apartment and furniture 

design such as “How Do We Arrange our Home?” and the recurring Kultur im Heim 

series by Horst Michel, “In the School of Taste” which indicate how central the state’s 

pedagogical impulse was when defining what the population needed and what consumers 

should want. In addition, they point to how the state tried to intervene in all aspects of life 

from one’s space in the home to the toys in a child’s room.  

Typically just before Christmastime, articles in the women’s magazines would 

offer advice on how to choose the correct toy for children. Full page, colored ads would 

showcase that particular year’s toy industry product line in order to show what toys were 

available for purchase. Sometimes articles about how to choose the proper toy 

accompanied these ads in order to instruct parents directly about toys, at other times, they 

were simply a page in the magazine, without any article to contextualize or guide parents 

about that year’s selection and served simply as an indirect way to inform parents what to 

buy without explicitly telling them. When an article did accompany these images, they 

had titles like “Before we buy toys”, “We suggest toys for you: Toys for the entire 
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family” “What should I gift?” and the two part series entitled, “The Wrong Toy for our 

Child?” and “The Correct Toy for our Children?” Each article seemed to follow the same 

formula, they would first stress the importance of carefully choosing toys for children 

noting that good toys helped children understand their environment and develop a proper 

taste education while bad toys “had little educational value and even less cultural value,” 

and provide parents with questions they should ask before buying a toy.232 Parents were 

warned against “simply just buy[ing] anything” and reminded that while shopping for 

toys one must “constantly [keep] in mind” the question of “which powers/strengths can 

be awakened by the toy?”233 These articles also made clear that parents were the most 

responsible parties in helping guide their children’s taste education. One from the home 

design magazine, Kultur im Heim, 1958 proclaimed,  

“Those who choose toys wisely, can lay the seed of a good taste 
in his children early. Therefore it should also be said that the 
careless [unbedachter] choice results in kitsch [being purchased]; 
then the kid does not know about aesthetics, therefore the adults 
should consider the good influence of [a toy] on the overall tastes 
construction of our young citizens.”234 

 
Common questions that parents needed to ask themselves before they purchased toys 

consisted of, “is the toy age appropriate?”, “Does the construction of the toy’s purpose 

serve its use?”, “How many toys should I buy?”, and “Does the toy support a child’s 

fantasy?”235 
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Teachers were also required to educate themselves about toys. As part of their 

schooling, university students who were studying to become teachers were required to 

attend lectures by professors from the Technical College for Toys, visit the Sonneberg 

Toy museum, and some of the students visited toy factories in Sonneberg for a three-

week polytechnic internship to learn and “understand how much effort and assiduity 

[fleiß] is needed to make a toy.”236 New toy prototypes were disseminated in nurseries, 

kindergartens and orphanages so that educators and representatives could observe how 

children played with these toys and how much the children liked them. A teacher’s 

education on toys was also important because they often had the task of guiding parents 

about which toy their kid needed. Throughout the school year, schools hosted parent 

nights where teachers presented on topics like “good toys for my child” and held small 

toy exhibits. Teachers were also encouraged to go to toy stores and talk with the 

employees about new toys, which toys were suited for which age, and how to choose the 

correct toy. This process of teachers having to educate themselves about toys and 

advising parents shows how connected to and familiar with the toy industry and its 

offerings the teachers needed to be. This also provided valuable information to the toy 

industry as well.  

Teachers were often asked to provide feedback and observations about the toys 

the children played with at school. Typically, the most common feedback pertained to a 

toy’s quality. Teachers complained that toys were not able to withstand normal play, they 
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broke quickly, wooden toys were poorly glued together and came apart easily with no 

hope for repair; toy cars’ axles were “weak”, the wheels did not hold up, while other toys 

did not come with enough spare parts.237 In regard to aesthetics, one teacher complained 

that the colors of a plastic red and green truck “lacked harmony” and the educational card 

games “the small hairdresser” and “doll doctor” had packaging that was “often weak and 

[did] not teach the children about order because the box does not last very long.”238 These 

complaints about aesthetics and creating order within one’s environment, were few and 

far between in the vast number of teachers’ issues with toys. They seemed more 

concerned with quality rather than improving toys for a child’s taste education.  

While toy quality was an issue that plagued the East German toy industry 

throughout its entire existence, the question of what constituted a poorly designed toy, 

was something that was also not so clear or straightforward. Ironically, despite toys’ 

central role in developing a child’s taste education and the large responsibility that was 

placed upon adults to help this process, the articles about how to choose the correct toy 

rarely specifically addressed what was considered to be poor aesthetics in a toy. Most 

articles supplied pictures of toys that were available and “tasteful” but without any 

explanation as to why. For example, in 1958, the same year that the “Good Design” 

award (“Gute Formgebung”) was established (the replacement for Michel’s white lily 

design award from 1948), Kultur im Heim supplied its readers with images of well-

constructed toys and the names of their designers in an article entitled “Placing Good 
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Taste in the Cradle!”239 Images of painted wooden ducks, miniature farm equipment, a 

toy figure of a woman pulling a goat behind her, and a wooden mill (that doubled as a 

container to house the toys) with small figures were all provided as examples of well-

designed toys (Figures 1.2a-c) but the magazine did not elaborate as to why these designs 

were more preferable than others.  

 

Figure	  1.2:	  “This	  design	  evokes	  empathy	  [Einfühlungsvermögen]	  in	  the	  child's	  psyche	  with	  this	  mill	  
(which	  acts	  as	  a	  tin)	  and	  its	  related	  figurines.”	  Design	  and	  execution	  by	  Hermann	  Gentz.	  “Den	  guten	  
Geschmack	  in	  die	  Wiege	  gelegt!,”	  Kultur	  im	  Heim,	  no.	  4	  (1958):	  23.	  
 
  

                                                
239 It is also important to note that in the years 1958 and 1959 no toy was awarded the Gute Formgebung 
award. Havenstein, 12.  
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Figure	  1.2b:	  “This	  is	  one	  of	  the	  dolls	  from	  Ursel	  Erbs	  from	  Waldheim,	  whose	  designs	  can	  serve	  our	  
doll	  industry.	  Unfortunately,	  the	  Erbs	  dolls	  are	  still	  far	  too	  expensive	  for	  single	  models	  so	  it	  is	  pretty	  
hard	  for	  the	  good	  to	  prevail.”	   
	  

                                       

 

Figure	  1.2c:	  “In	  the	  field	  of	  stuffed	  animal	  production	  there	  are	  many	  transgressions.	  Here	  are	  some	  
tasteful	  [geschmackvolle]	  stuffed	  animals,	  a	  bunny	  and	  a	  teddy	  bear	  whose	  extremities	  can	  be	  
moved	  as	  desired.”	  	  
 

Other articles, like the one from Bernd Reznicek, a teacher from the University of 

Education Dresden (Pädagogische Hochschule), only described and named a “well-
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designed” toy but did not provide a picture so there was no visual reference point for 

readers to understand what exactly made the toy more tasteful and aesthetically correct 

than others. Reznicek explained that because the “Combicar’s” individual functions each 

had a different color scheme, the “color differentiations and the abstract design of the 

individual pieces as well as the durability of the material enable our children to create 

imaginative combinations” and will provide children with “the unity of function and 

design consciousness.”240 This toy would allow parents “in the selection of toys, to have 

the opportunity to encourage and motivate the correct appropriation of moral and 

aesthetic values.”241  

From the multitude of articles about toys in newspapers and women’s magazines 

from the 1950s to the 1980s, only one article actually showed its readers a good toy 

juxtaposed with a bad toy and only two articles depicted a “bad” toy. Yet, an explanation 

about the inferiority of the toys’ aesthetics in these articles—from Zeit im Bild in 1956 

and two from Die Frau von Heute in 1958 and 1960, respectively—was not provided. In 

the Zeit im Bild article, the author pointed to “two beasts”, a duck and elephant that were 

“anatomically false” and therefore, “educationally worthless and miserable” (Figure 1.3). 

“Who would give such a thing to a child?” asked the author.242 

                                                
240 Bernd Reznicek, “Spielsachen,” Elternhaus und Schule, no. 12 (1978): 12. 
241 Ibid. 
242 Paul Friedemann and Eberhard Kottwitz, “Kindheit vergeht-Spielzeug besteht,” Zeit im Bild (Berlin), 
1956, SiG.  
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Figure	  1.3:	  Examples	  of	  “anatomically	  false”	  toys.	  Paul	  Friedemann	  and	  Eberhard	  Kottwitz,	  “Kindheit	  
vergeht-‐Spielzeug	  besteht,”	  Zeit	  im	  Bild	  (Berlin),	  1956,	  SiG.	  
 
In addition, the 1958 article juxtaposed two images to show what a well-design doll 

looked like in comparison to a poorly designed one (Figures 1.4a-b). The first image 

depicted a little girl with a doll that was almost the same size as her with the caption, 

“Such a huge baby, works on the nerves and muscles, and for the child this is no ‘baby’” 

while the other image showed a “better” designed doll that had the caption, “With this the 

child can play better. One also sees immediately that it is a baby, and ‘mama’ does not 

feel overwhelmed.”243  

                                                
243 L. Busse, “Von Tieren, Puppen, Eisenbahnen,” Die Frau von Heute, no. 3 (1958): 5. 
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Figure	  1.4a:	  “Such	  a	  huge	  baby,	  works	  on	  the	  nerves	  and	  muscles,	  and	  for	  the	  child	  this	  is	  no	  ‘baby.’”	  
L.	  Busse,	  “Von	  Tieren,	  Puppen,	  Eisenbahnen,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute,	  no.	  3	  (1958):	  5.	  
 

 

Figure	  1.4b:	  “With	  this	  the	  child	  can	  play	  better.	  One	  also	  sees	  immediately	  that	  it	  is	  a	  baby,	  and	  
‘mama’	  does	  not	  feel	  overwhelmed.”	  	  
 

In the 1960 article, the author told its readers that children needed to have 

building blocks to play with but not like the ones pictured (Figure 1.5) because “the 
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pieces do not allow one to really build, because the blocks are connected with 

‘cement.’”244 The accompanying caption proclaimed: “a fantasy-less building: with 

painted brick stones, rigid, not changeable according to the imagination of the child. 

Something we no longer want to see!”245  

 

Figure:	  1.5	  “A	  Phantasy-‐less	  building.”	  Marianne	  Scharenberg,	  “Gedanken	  nach	  der	  Leipziger	  Messe:	  
Verlangen	  Sie	  gutes	  Spielzeug!,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute,	  no.	  15	  (August	  5,	  1960):	  14.	  
 
Aside from pointing out wrong proportions in the doll and animals, which did not reflect 

reality, there seemed to be no other explanation as to why these toys were poorly design. 

In regard to the doll that was too big for the child, one would wonder, would this still be 

kitsch if the child was older and therefore larger? These articles about good and bad toy 

design also indicate that the state seemed to have a difficult time determining what kitsch 

was and why, leading consumers also to be uncertain about how they were supposed to 

                                                
244 Scharenberg, 15. 
245 Ibid.  
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impart a correct taste education to their children. The process of determining how to 

identify a good and bad toy was often not straightforward. As the publications indicate, 

parents were often told what a good or bad toy was, but given very little justification or 

explanation as to why, making it virtually impossible to go into a toy store and choose 

one toy on its aesthetic superiority over another. In the world of toy design, there seemed 

to be no clear rubric to determine whether something was of good design or not.  

To illustrate how fragmented and unclear the process of selecting a well-designed 

toy was, we must turn to the issue of the Geso-Puppe, otherwise known as the “Three 

Faced Doll”. In 1957, for the cost of 11,55 mark, an East German consumer could 

purchase a doll that literally had three faces, one that smiled, one that cried, and one that 

slept. By simply turning a crank on top of the doll’s head, one could choose which face to 

display by rotating it into view while the other two faces were “hidden” by the doll’s 

bonnet. In a debate that played out publically over six months in a forum and articles in 

the newspaper Berliner Zeitung and Die Frau von Heute, teachers, parents, and even the 

manufacturer of the doll weighed in on its aesthetic and educational value and questioned 

whether this toy was kitsch or not.  

In December of this same year, at the regional meeting of The Democratic 

Women’s League of Germany (Demokratische Frauenbund Deutschlands [DFD]), day-

care workers, mothers, teachers and representatives of the toy trade were invited to 

participate in the topic on ““toys and their educational significance.” At this forum, the 

issue of the three-faced doll took center stage. A member of an East Berlin school board, 

Mr. Becher described the doll as “a crime against the budget of the parents and the love 
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of the child for his toys” and “kitsch in its purest form.” He continued, “moreover, the 

doll will shock the child as soon as the monster’s cap is taken off, and all three faces seen 

at once. The monster was a ‘hit of the year’ on the market, and one can only assume that 

the manufacturers doing more about his finances than about the children.”246 To further 

support his claim that this doll was kitsch, he said that he “found it interesting” that the 

one children’s store that had an educational consultant, the “Kaufhaus des Kindes”, did 

not carry the doll because of its lack of educational value.247 One month later, Die Frau 

von Heute echoed Becher’s sentiments and advised parents not to purchase the doll 

because it “brutally stifles” children’s imagination and their understanding of human 

anatomy. However, in February 1958 the reader Elsa F. from Thalheim wrote to Die 

Frau von Heute to refute these claims and defend the three-faced doll. She explained that 

when she introduced the doll to her children, they took to it quite warmly:  

“They quickly pressed the dolls affectionately to themselves; and 
when we showed them the other faces and explained the 
mechanism [to change the faces] the joy was great. All children 
who come to us to play, would also like to like to have such a 
doll. Anyway, I am not of the opinion that the affection of 
children is “brutally stifled” by the three faces.”248 

 
Directly to the left of Elsa’s letter, the magazine included an image of the three-faced 

doll, with the caption, “True to the fairytale ‘For someone who set out to learn how to 

shudder’” (Figure 1.6). This picture coupled with its caption was staged in a way that 

showed the doll so that it was “between” faces, or mid-turn, so that the reader could get 

                                                
246 Heli, “Was den Kleinen zu Weihnachten schenken?,” Berliner Zeitung (Berlin), December 4, 1957. 
247 Ibid. 
248 “Darüber muß Man sich Aussprechen,” Die Frau von Heute, no. 7 (February 14, 1958): 15. 
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the full effect of how creepy it could be as well as not so subtly indicating that the 

magazine disagreed with Elsa’s assessment of the three-faced doll, and did not support its 

readers purchasing it.  

 

Figure	  1.6:	  The	  three-‐faced	  doll,	  or	  Geso-‐Puppe.	  “Darüber	  muß	  Man	  sich	  Aussprechen,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  
Heute,	  no.	  7	  (February	  14,	  1958):	  15.	  
 

Subsequent articles from April and May 1958 about the three-faced doll in Die 

Frau von Heute also seemed to make clear that the magazine had already decided that the 

doll was kitsch and not acceptable for production, purchase, or play.249 However, these 

articles did take on the appearance of a lively debate between readers’ opinions, even if it 

was largely one-sided.250 The April article was a collection of opinion letters from readers 

in which the majority of those writing denigrated the doll, describing it as “ugly” and 

                                                
249 Ibid. 
250 It is hard to gauge for sure if these articles were actually representative of popular opinion in regard to 
the Geso-Puppe or if they were carefully curated to reflect the desired image that Die Frau von Heute 
wanted.  
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causing confusion about human characteristics. One letter even criticized Elsa F., 

insinuating that it was people like her who purchased, and therefore supported, the 

production of kitsch. The letter reads:   

“My husband and I cannot understand how such a grotesque 
THING could have made it into production. One asks, why are 
there even toymakers in the GDR? This doll is tastelessness to 
the highest degree, and the opinion piece from Frau Elsa F. 
demonstrates the urgent need for the fight against kitsch. We 
cannot begin early enough to direct the taste of children in the 
right direction.”251  

 
Another letter from a teacher from Klausa proclaimed “I am a kindergarten 

teacher and I would not give this to a child. A person does not have such a head, which 

can be adjusted arbitrarily, the doll has nothing to do with reality!”252 The lone letter that 

the magazine published in defense of the doll’s production was from “Spielhage” the 

Doll and Toy Producer Cooperative (Genossenschaft des Puppen- und Spielzeug-

Hersteller-Handwerks) in Sonneberg. This letter seemed to indicate that people not only 

purchased this doll and it brought joy but that it helped foster a child’s imagination. They 

wrote:   

“The assessment of the doll is one-sided and sometimes even 
unfair and does not match in any way the views of the many 
buyers and sellers. Also left completely out of consideration is 
the opinion of many mothers who [with this doll] have given 
their children the gift of pleasure. With this doll children are 
finally given the opportunity to use their childish imagination 
quite differently. Yes, we are of the opinion that with this 
product, the tenderness of the child is raised more than in an 
ordinary doll. We therefore reject the view that this doll is a freak 

                                                
251 “Wir Diskutieren: Die Puppe mit die drei Gesichtern,” Die Frau von Heute, no. 14 (April 4, 1958): 21. 
252 Ibid. 
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or even kitsch. And besides, the doll, but in a more primitive 
form was introduced to the market years ago.”253  

 
This letter, written by those responsible for the design and production of the doll, 

intimates that Die Frau von Heute was only interested in representing one side of the 

story, neglecting—by not printing—the perspectives of those who actually liked the doll. 

They argued that the assessment of the doll was “one-sided” and “does not match in any 

way the views of the many buyers and sellers,” therefore, it is quite possible that the 

state-controlled magazine was selectively choosing which letters about the doll to publish 

so that the doll appeared less popular among consumers than in reality. Although this is 

speculative, it is clear that Die Frau von Heute did not want consumers to purchase the 

three-faced doll. In May of 1958 the final word about the doll was printed under the 

heading “unpedagogical and unaesthetic.” Calling the doll a “distortion” the writing staff 

at the magazine said that they ultimately rejected the doll because it was “extremely 

unattractive.”254 Accompanying this final statement about the three faced doll, was a 

picture of a little girl playing with a “normal” doll (that had only one face) with the 

caption, “although this doll makes a friendly face all of the time, Gisela knows, when it is 

time to [change] “her child” and put fresh clothes on it. The “tears are dried” and the doll 

is laid down again” (Figure 1.7).255 This image was the proverbial nail in the three-faced 

doll’s coffin, by showing that a child did not need extra faces on a doll to still be able to 

be a good “doll mother” the three-faced doll’s novelty and purpose seemed pointless and 

admittedly, kitsch.  
                                                
253 Ibid. 
254 “Unpädagogisch und unästhetisch,” Die Frau von Heute, no. 19 (May 8, 1958). 
255 Ibid. 
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Figure	  1.7:	  “Unpädagogisch	  und	  unästhetisch,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute,	  no.	  19	  (May	  8,	  1958).	  
 

This discussion about the three-faced doll is one example of how state-controlled 

print culture in the GDR often “educated” adults about what toys they should buy for 

their children, and the erzieherisch (educational) role that these publications assumed 

shows how the state acted like a parental figure guiding GDR citizens’ purchasing 

decisions. The toys and the debates that surrounded them were as much about educating 

parents—and giving them a socialist education of their own—as they were about a 

child’s socialist education, especially since parents were the ones purchasing the toys. It 

also demonstrates that although the majority opinion in the magazine indicated that the 

doll was kitsch and that children should not play with it, there were actually no clear 

guidelines or explanation about why this doll was kitsch, which led to confusion among 

readers and shows the complicated process of identifying kitsch.  
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The question of whether the population could be trusted to choose the “right” 

products and aesthetic had always been—and remained—a major sticking point in 

discussions about kitsch and good design in East Germany, which had its roots in a larger 

German tradition. The state’s attempt to eliminate kitsch illustrates how toy 

manufacturers were placed in a difficult position; producers manufactured and sold 

kitschy toys in East Germans stores because that is supposedly what the international 

market demanded. In addition, raw materials and clear guidelines and standards for toy 

design were lacking and inconsistent, forcing the toy industry to produce a glut of poorly 

designed toys that East Germans would have no choice but to purchase. This would then 

reinforce and perpetuate their production and infiltration into homes and the product 

landscape, confirming to producers that there was a demand for kitsch and demonstrating 

to the state and designers that the population could not be trusted to choose products for 

themselves. However, as we have seen, when the East German state tried to control what 

was produced and what consumers’ purchased, it was never completely successful in 

large part due to an ill-defined, and changing state-initiated taste education for the 

population along with the effects of production constraints. 

Yet, these design issues contributed to the question about how to establish a new 

aesthetic that would later be the basis for how East Germans and the state defined 

themselves. For discussions about kitsch are about much more than style or aesthetics per 

se, but tell us something important about the cultural dimensions of the construction of 

socialism in this early phase of the GDR. To the East German state, kitsch was not only 

detrimental because it was wasteful but because it was a byproduct of capitalism that if 



 

 106 

not careful, could lead its citizens down the wrong path to make poor aesthetic choices 

and parenting choices that would ultimately contribute to the demise of the new socialist 

state. Although this chapter’s main focus revolves around kitsch and toys, this discussion 

can be applied to East German society more broadly; the elimination of kitsch and 

elevating product design were crucial components in the creation of East Germany’s 

consumer culture and the state’s struggle to create a socialist aesthetic. It is in the 

following chapter that we will talk about how the socialist state’s ideology permeated 

children’s play and determined the types of toys children played with.  
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Chapter 2 

War Games and the Struggle for a Patriotic Upbringing: East German Children 
and Military Toys 

 
“One needs to first make sure that the environment provides the necessary conditions that 
correspond to the nature of the toy. A toy is therefore not militaristic due to its outer 
shape or its country of origin, but becomes militaristic to the child only after 
environmental influences have acted [on the child].” 

—Berndt Scheithauer, “Miltaristic and Military Toys”256 
 

In 1978, two West Germans traveled to Thürington to the small town of 

Sonneberg and visited the Sonneberg Toy Musum, which chronicled the history of 

Germany’s three-century-old toy-making tradition. Before leaving the museum, the West 

Germans, clearly angered by the museum’s military toy display, left the following 

comments in the museum's guestbook: “The difference between ‘capitalist war toys’ and 

the ‘high educational value’ of the socialist ‘patriotic toy’ is not clear to me. Guns are on 

both sides,” one comment read, while the other one asked a simple question: “How do 

you identify an attack tank?”257  

Hans Gauß, the museum’s director, was incensed by the West Germans’ message, 

and decided to release a public written response to them. In it, Gauß rebuked the West 

German visitors by using rhetoric that was typical of East German anti-West propaganda. 

Gauß insults the West Germans, by questioning whether they are familiar with the 

“perishable nature of capitalist war toys” which had two times in the century alone 

                                                
256 Bernd Scheithauer, “Militaristisches und militärisches Spielzeug” (Thesis, Fachschule für Spielzeug 
Sonneberg, 1961), 10. 
257 Hans Gauß, “Auch Spielzeugpanzer sind nicht klassenlos: Eine Antwort auf Eintragungen in unser 
Gästebuch,” Figuren Magazin, no. 1 (1990), 20. The West German visitors’ comments and Gauß's response 
were reprinted in a 1990 issue of Figuren Magazin, which that speculates that Gauß had his response 
published in a local newspaper in 1978. 
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“contributed to the rearmament of the youth and were used to prepare two terrible wars 

on German soil.”258 He then attributed the visitors’ ignorance as evidence of the West 

Germany’s connection to a fascist past and West Germans’ tendency to be aggressive; he 

accused West German toy stores of selling toys modeled after the Nazi Wehrmacht 

(armed forces): “It should be noted that toys designed after models from the arsenals of 

the fascist Wehrmacht and decorated with the emblems, are normal for West German toy 

retailers.” Gauß also gave an explanation of the difference between weapons of attack 

and weapons used for peace. He clarified:  

“Surely guns on both sides look the same; surely one cannot look 
at a tank and see whether it is for the defense or intended for 
aggression. What is important, though, is who uses this war 
technology, for what purpose and for which interests. The history 
of socialist countries, including those of our state, has provided 
much evidence for the fact that weapons in the hands of workers 
are different than weapons in the possession of a monopoly-
imperialist commanded army. We communists ... are firmly 
convinced that a time will come when weapons are obsolete and 
military toys will no longer have a meaning. This is the goal of 
all of our efforts.”259 

 
This exchange between the West German visitors’ and the toy museum’s director depicts 

one of the most important issues that the East German toy industry faced with the 

production of military toys: without a clear indication of the ideology behind the toys, 

there was no real way to distinguish East German military toys from any other military 

toy from the past or present.  Because these toys resembled the military toys produced in 

the West, East German officials attempted to convince the population that these toys had 

                                                
258 Ibid., 20. 
259 Ibid. 
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a different purpose and ideological meaning. Therefore, the ideology of these toys, rather 

than their aesthetics, differentiated them from their western counterparts.  

 Developments in the world of child's play, such as the production of and debate 

about military toys, was a microcosm for what was occurring more broadly in the GDR. 

The production of East German military toys began at the same time that state authorities 

were trying to persuade East Germans to support the country’s remilitarization. And one 

way to do this was through discussions about military toys. The party officials’ and 

pedagogues’ use of toys, which were typically considered quotidian objects, allowed 

them to push potentially controversial ideas about rearmament and the state’s 

remilitarization in seemingly innocuous ways. The toy industry had to market military 

toys in a way that differentiated them from the Nazi past and West Germany while 

simultaneously validating the necessity of the army. Military toy production provided an 

opportunity for this political debate to play out on the most elementary, material level, 

and allowed the SED to use toys to win the allegiance not just of children, but also of 

parents and educators. Therefore, the toy industry and state officials used military toys in 

a multitude of ways: to teach children about their socialist duty to protect the homeland; 

to help construct the identity of future East German soldiers and citizens; to justify the 

creation of a military force; and to distinguish East Germany from West Germany.  

Rearmament 
The contentious debates that surrounded the creation of military toys were 

prefigured by concerns over the rearmament of Germany. At the end of World War II, the 

Allies carved Germany into four occupation zones that quickly resulted in a contentious 
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and ideologically competitive East/West divide. These divisions ushered in a period of 

forced demilitarization. The Allies conceived of a Germany that would lack an organized 

military force, and the only armies to exist in the occupied zones would be those of the 

occupying forces. Yet by June 1945, the Soviet Military Administration in Germany 

(Sowjetische Militäradministration in Deutschland [SMAD]) had established a German 

People’s Police (Deutsche Volkspolizei [DVP]) in the Soviet Occupied Zone (Sowjetische 

Besatzungszone [SBZ]). The Volkspolizei were different than other countries' police 

forces because they were equipped with artillery and trained as military units; to that 

extent they closely resembled a paramilitary force. Soon after, the German border police 

were established in November 1946 and finally the Barracked People's Police 

(Kasernierte Volkspolizei [KVP]) in 1948.260 By 1953, due to the Korean War, Cold War 

tensions had reached an all-time high between the Soviet Union and the West. Believing 

that East Germany was a target of capitalism and that it was only a matter of time before 

the West would attack, Soviet officials began a slow but calculated campaign to rearm 

East Germany, arguing that this was the only way to defeat the ever-growing militarism 

in the West. Despite its heavy-handed propaganda that repeatedly denounced militarism, 

the SED would fight militarism with militarism. East Germany was officially on a 

militaristic path.  

The processes of rearmament and the militarization of public life in the GDR 

during the 1950s and 1960s were as much about maintaining inner security and public 

                                                
260 M. Donald Hancock, The Bundeswehr and the National People's Army: A Comparative Study of 
German Civil-military Polity, (Denver: University of Denver Press, 1973), 8. 
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order as they were about establishing external civil defense, meaning that the “militarized 

socialism” of East Germany permeated all aspects of everyday life.261 According to 

Corey Ross in his examination of the remilitarization of East Germany, the state 

underwent two different yet related forms of militarization: the creation of an armed 

forces for civil defense; and for the social and political control to preserve internal 

order.262 Even before the army was officially established, East German society was 

already delineated in militaristic terms with its stress on obedience, clear lines of 

command, soldier-like discipline in factories, the aggressive and warlike rhetoric of 

propaganda, and attempts to mobilize the populace against its enemies.263 Official state 

rhetoric quite commonly used militaristic language to describe the socialist lifestyle. 

Phrases such “party soldiers”, “class struggle”, “march of the battalions of the 

proletariat”, “class enemy”, and “sabotage by ‘internal enemies’”, among others, became 

the militarized semantics of the everyday.264 After the army was established, during times 

of social unrest, such as the June 1953 Uprising and later protests against the construction 

of the Berlin Wall in 1961, East Germany normalized the use of military force by 

restoring order with the presence of Soviet soldiers and tanks.  

Rearmament in East Germany was carried out in three stages. The first stage 

began in December 1952 with the KVP—which comprised the bulk of the GDR’s ground 
                                                
261 The term “militarized socialism” is adopted from Michael Mann, who terms it as a “system-specific 
ideology for disciplining and social control of the populace, with the ultimate goal of preventing societal 
change.” Corey Ross, “‘Protecting the Accomplishments of Socialism’? The (re)militarisation of Life in the 
German Democratic Republic,” in The Workers’ and Peasants’ State: Communism and Society in East 
Germany Under Ulbricht 1945-71, eds. Patrick Major and Johnathan Osmond (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2002), 79, hereafter cited as “Ross in The Workers’ and Peasants’ State.” 
262 Ibid., 78. 
263 Ibid.  
264 Ibid., 90. 
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forces—expanding its existing paramilitary forces from 90,000 to 113,000 by the summer 

of 1953.265 The second stage happened in 1955 when West Germany became a member 

of NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and immediately established their 

national army, the Bundeswehr. Six months later, as a supposed response to the creation 

of the Bundeswehr—when in reality, the GDR already had sizeable armed forces—East 

Germany transformed the KVP into the state controlled National People’s Army 

(Volksarmee [NVA]). A product of Marxist-Leninist thinking, the NVA replaced the 

remnants of Nazi ideology and political authority of the armed forces (Wehrmacht) with 

the tenets of international socialism while still retaining a sense of German nationalism 

and carrying on the Prussian Army's tradition of complete obedience.266 The NVA was 

also inextricably entwined with the SED; party members filled all of the leading positions 

in the army, police, and paramilitary organizations. In 1956, the Minister of Defense 

Heinz Hoffmann articulated this interdependence of the SED and NVA: “The socialist 

army, which is created from the people and for the people is a genuine people’s army. 

The leadership of the party of the working class secures its character as a people’s army. 

... Leadership through the party is the major source of the strength and invincibility of all 

socialist armies.”267 Communist leaders justified the necessity of the NVA by pointing to 

the developments in the West. They argued that West Germany’s “resurrected aggressive 

militarism” made the creation of a strong and powerful army a necessity to “protect the 

                                                
265 Ibid., 80. 
266 Richard A. Gabriel, NATO and the Warsaw Pact: A Combat Assessment (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1983), 84. 
267 Hancock, Bundeswehr and the National People’s Army, 9. 
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homeland from the dangers that the increasing militarization of West Germany brings 

with it.”268  

East Germans did not accept this expansion of the armed forces without 

resistance.269 While living standards remained far from satisfactory with no signs of 

improvement, the SED poured money into remilitarization, resulting in public opposition 

to the military. The main criticisms that plagued the NVA’s growth were high costs, the 

widespread fear of war, and the concern about widening the ever-growing gap between 

East and West Germany.270 Still scarred and recovering from the material and emotional 

losses of World War II, the war weary population saw the SED’s attempts to gather 

support for the NVA as hypocritical. For a regime that defined itself as peace-loving and 

against all things militaristic in nature, East Germany’s remilitarization plans 

contradicted the SED’s Friedenspolitik (Peace Policy) that insisted that the state would 

not rearm. Some party functionaries were not happy with the new efforts to rearm 

because they had to contradict previous statements they had made in order to still toe the 

party line: “for weeks now the party press has reported that the signing of the Atlantic 

                                                
268 Isolde Oschmann, “Auf Ziel und Inhalt kommt es an!,” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 10, no. 15 
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269 As is sometimes the case in a state-controlled society, it is difficult to gauge and know the exact size 
portion of the population who resisted the armed forces or who was voicing opposition. However, it is safe 
to assume that in regard to Germany's recent past, most people were against the idea of enduring the 
devastation of another war. Corey Ross, posits that “internal reports of the regime make it clear that the 
carefully staged military parades lined with cheering crowds masked the broad disapproval and deep-seated 
misgivings among the ordinary populace about the existence of separate East German armed forces.” Those 
who did support militarization were older people who thought it would be benefit to the younger 
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pact and the re-militarization in the West means a squandering of the people’s wealth. 

We can hardly talk ... up to now we’ve preached ‘We shall not take up arms.’”271 Women 

feared that rearmament would mean the loss of even more men in war, while others 

worried that reunification would not be a possibility if both East and West Germany 

established separate armies. So many women production workers were against the 

creation of the NVA that in Plauen, the SED conducted open balloting on the question, 

hoping to intimidate those who were against the army to change their mind.272 

Finally, other citizens resisted remilitarization because they associated it with the 

fascism of the Third Reich. The SED’s calls for military vigilance, unquestioning 

obedience and discipline were eerily similar to past initiatives taken by the Nazis. As a 

result, the army suffered from high rates of desertion and problems with participation and 

attendance when people were to show up for training.273 To a larger extent, however, it 

did not particularly matter what the East German populace thought. The NVA was 

already established, and shortly thereafter, military toys started to roll off of the assembly 

lines.  

The Military Toy Debate  
Despite East Germans’ resistance to remilitarization, the creation of the NVA led 

to the state calling on the toy industry to begin producing military toys, which added 

another dimension to the rearmament debate and helped politicize the world of children’s 

play. The government used toys in an attempt to justify the military’s role and existence 
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in GDR society, rendering the debate about the need for a military in East Germany a 

very material one. Employing the very same rhetoric that the GDR used in arguments to 

support the NVA’s existence, arguments in favor of military toy production focused on 

West Germany’s remilitarization efforts and the fact that they were producing military 

toys. As one author noted, “No one in the German Democratic Republic wants war, we 

all want to create peace, but to fail to recognize the goals of the imperialist powers and to 

ignore their aggressive character, would mean to let the enemy play free [würde 

bedeuten, dem Gegner freies Spiel zu lassen].”274 East Germany needed to respond with 

military toys of its own. On March 2, 1957, the Berlin newspaper National Zeitung 

published an article entitled “Tin Soldiers” that argued for the necessity of East German 

remilitarization and the existence of military toys:  

“There are tin soldiers available to buy in our stores. Guns, tanks, 
and soldiers as toys for our children—twelve years after a war 
that at the end of every German vowed to do everything so that 
there would not be a new war, and that tanks and guns would no 
longer be necessary. The question of whether we now want to 
give those toys to our children has already been answered by the 
fact that we have formed the National People’s Army, which 
deems these toys necessary and right. ... Public opinion is 
opposed to war and disarmament demands. It is true that peace 
benefits when the friends of peace unite against the war policy, 
but it is equally certain that not all of that is enough. ... Peace is 
obtained with the atomic bomb, with rockets, with tanks, with 
guns. The preservation of peace is also a question of power.”275 

 
The debate about whether East German children should play with military toys 

actually began years before the GDR officially remilitarized and it increasingly acquired 
                                                
274 Werner Hortzschansky, “Auf Ziel und Inhalt kommt es an!: Spielzeug ist nicht gleich Spielzeug,” Neue 
Erziehung im Kindergarten 10, no. 18 (September 1957): 15, hereafter cited as “Spielzeug ist nicht gleich 
Spielzeug.” 
275 Herbert Stösslein, “Bleisoldaten,” National Zeitung (Berlin), March 2, 1957. 
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momentum with the establishment of the NVA. As early as 1951, there were rumblings in 

the pedagogical community about the relationship between military toys and children. A 

thesis written by Kila Stedtler, a student at the University of Architecture in Weimar, 

called for the rejection of war toys by pointing to their harmful influence during the Third 

Reich. Stedtler argued that National Socialism had used war toys to carry out its horrific 

plans and take advantage of the German people. She claimed, “as [the Nazis] prepared for 

the start of a war, it became necessary to bring the ideology of the war to the people. A 

great tool for this purpose was the military targeting of youth with toys. It was known 

that man can be easily shaped in childhood through play, and [the Nazis] took advantage 

of this knowledge.”276 Stedtler argued that the Nazis used military toys to encourage 

Germans to engage in war and spread their harmful ideology. To further distance East 

Germany from the the Third Reich, Stedtler outlined East Germans’ views on toys in 

comparison to those during the Nazi period:  

“Today we have learned from past years and are familiar with the 
power that the toy may have over young people. We use [toys] to 
develop the idea of peace even in early childhood. Soldiers and 
armored cars have disappeared from the shops. Instead of 
instruments of destruction, play materials serve to build in every 
respect. A child receives plows, tractors, and trucks, the toys that 
show our children the way in our happy, developing [aufbauend] 
country and the results of the work of peace-loving people.”277  

 
Stedtler pointed out that military toys did not exist in East German toyshops, nor did they 

have a place there. She also contributes this change in society to the fact that the mindset 

in East Germany was different than the one when the Nazis were in power; there was a 
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“change of awareness” [Bewusstseinsänderung] that was more focused on providing 

children with “creative play material” and help children to grow into “critically-

thinking”, “active”, and “creative” adults so that they would contribute to the “peaceful 

construction” of East German society.278 Stedtler remained confident that the need for 

military toys had passed and that East Germany was on its way to being a peaceful nation 

that lacked military toys.  

Hans Baltzer, author of the 1951 East German parenting guide, Vom Spiel echoed 

this sentiment: “We have finally broken away from the warmongers. Since then [in the 

GDR] there are only toys that develop creative forces in our children and educate them to 

fight for peace. ... This reality of our peacefulness is reflected in our toy stores.”279 

Baltzer reiterates that the only toys that existed in the GDR toyshops were those that 

would encourage GDR children to contribute to the development, peace, and friendship 

between Soviet nations and to do peaceful work in the GDR.280 Both Stedtler and Baltzer 

point out that by toys playing such an important role in an East German child’s 

upbringing, this is what makes East Germany different from West Germany, and 

conclude that East Germany’s efforts were more pedagogically—and perhaps, morally—

correct than those in the West. Yet in contrast to Stedtler, Baltzer ties his discussion 

about East and West Germany’s toy industries to the larger issue of remilitarization. As 

mentioned earlier, communist officials continuously proclaimed to the East German 

population that it was only a matter of time before West Germany remilitarized. 
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Therefore, Baltzer points to fact that West German toy store shelves were “overflowing” 

with military toys as evidence that West Germany was again rearming and that the 

prevalence of these toys in stores pointed to West Germany preparing a new generation 

for another war: “Because of the wishes of the American and German arms millionaires 

and bankers, the West German youth are incited and driven into a new war, toy stores 

also undergo a transformation: toys that glorify war [start to appear]. And with 

remilitarization the tin toy soldier appears.”281  

An underpinning of Baltzer’s argument was West Germany’s connection to its 

National Socialist past. He emphasizes that the presence of toy soldiers in stores was 

exactly what happened in Germany before both world wars, insinuating that West 

Germany has not distanced itself—or learned—from the past and perhaps even worse, 

was preparing for another war. Baltzer explained:  

“So it begins with the small toy tin soldiers. Very few adults 
think anything of it. All of the children play with them. This 
seems so “innocent.” Small figures and houses made of tin are set 
up next to each other, small cannons with small cannon balls are 
shot happily and with glee in the nursery. The more soldiers and 
small houses fell over, the more enjoyable it seems. Until one day 
millions marched in the war of war profiteers 
[Rüstungsmillionäre], tens of thousands came back as cripples. In 
this century alone, they marched twice. The bitter truth developed 
from this play. It all begins with the tin soldiers.”282  

 
This method of disparaging the FRG by connecting it to National Socialism was a 

common tactic used by pedagogues and state officials alike in order to rally support for 

East Germany. By highlighting what East Germans’ believed to be West Germany's 
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moral bankruptcy and societal flaws, this allowed East Germany to distance itself even 

further from capitalism, the Nazi past, and West Germany’s supposed warmongering. 

According to Baltzer, these military toys’ existence in the FRG would only foster 

aggressive tendencies in children and indoctrinate them from an early age with the desire 

to wage war. What Baltzer could not predict was that within a few years, East Germany 

would begin producing military toys that matched—if not exceeded—the quantity of 

military toys that West Germany was producing. Even more noteworthy, was that they 

did not differ much aesthetically. Even if Baltzer did foresee this development, this 

would not have particularly altered his argument, since the theoretical framework upon 

which military toys were introduced in GDR society—regardless of how contradictory 

this may seem—was based on the preservation of peace. Later, those in favor of East 

German military toys and remilitarization would use this exact same rhetoric in their 

arguments. They would argue that in order to prevent Germany from experiencing 

another World War, East Germans needed to support the rebuilding of the army. 

Although counter-intuitive, this logic was a smart way to rally support for a cause that 

people were ambivalent about. By employing the argument that re-arming was for the 

protection of society’s greater good, it was harder to oppose these developments openly 

without appearing to be an enemy of the state.  

Those in the position of having to justify the existence of military toys used tenets 

of Soviet pedagogy as the basis for their arguments. The combination of German and 

Soviet pedagogy that was emerging in the early years of the GDR stressed that using toys 

to educate children was an inherent part of a larger humanistic idea that focused on the 
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quality of one’s education.283 The question of whether it was “correct” if military toys 

should have a place in GDR society resulted from East German pedagogues’ discussions 

about the best way to educate a child. At the first Central Toy Conference in Sonneberg 

in 1957, officials proclaimed, “we want to educate the children so that they have a 

polytechnic education and they should be free from all exploitation. ... We want to bring 

our children closer to the reality of our situation and the building of socialism and prepare 

them for the ‘kommende leben’. ... It must be noted that the forefront of our educational 

goals for our children includes good qualified military toys.”284 In essence, an 

educationally sound toy should reflect reality and a child's environment, the Volksarmee 

was part of a child’s environment, and therefore it was only natural for children to play 

with toys that reflected this reality. Communist officials hoped that military toys would 

awaken in children the love of Heimat (one’s homeland) and work and reflect the 

importance of “peace” and “defense”. Most importantly, they wanted toys to foster a 

friendly affection for the police and the soldiers of the National People’s Army so that 

when the time came, they would enthusiastically serve their military duty. These toys 

were supposed to promote a patriotic education and integrate the newly established 

military into a child's play. As one pedagogical journal article stated, “just as [toy] 

tractors and cars helped to bring reality closer to play, now [children] are able to use the 

soldier figures (Linolfiguren) and cars to imitate the life of the People’s Army.”285 In 
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response, military toys began appearing on the market under the guise of “patriotic toys.” 

In the eyes of communist officials, this semantic distinction was an important 

clarification that set GDR military toys ideologically apart from the toys in the West and 

justified the existence of military toys in GDR society. 

Although reports insisted that the production of military toys would only be a 

“reasonable portion” of the GDR’s total production of the toy industry, the appearance of 

war toys on the market was still met with resistance.286 These debates about military toys 

are a way to understand the cultural implications of military decisions and are indicative 

of the general public's discontent with and level of support towards the new military. 

Much like the resistance to rearmament, many objected to the production of military toys 

because of their own past personal experiences and the concerns that they had about the 

impact of military toys on a child’s personality. While mothers, who had traditionally 

been the primary caregivers in German society, voiced concerns about whether or not it 

was safe or healthy to allow their sons to play with toy soldiers and tanks, fathers also 

became increasing involved in parenting and joined the debate about military toys.287  In 

a 1957 article, fathers reflected on the role that military toys had in their own upbringing. 

They stated that because they had played with military toys as children, they grew up to 

be more enthusiastic soldiers; they believed that these toys indoctrinated them, from a 

young age, into a military lifestyle. While the fathers did not reject the armed forces in 

                                                
286 A few sources mention that the population should be assured that military toys would not become the 
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particular, they wanted to know how playing with military toys would help their children 

from becoming aggressive and militaristic. The fathers reflected on the role their 

childhood toys played in their own participation as soldiers, reiterating the widespread 

socialist belief that the toys a child plays with have the ability to help form their 

personality and can later influence their adult life. One father asked, “are my children and 

I only a tool in the hand of enemy forces, or can I determine my own destiny in the 

community of working people for myself and my children?”288 This article indicates that 

fathers were concerned about the extent of agency a child had when playing with a 

military toy. Though they were loyal GDR citizens, they still wanted to ensure some 

degree of autonomy for themselves and their children, in order to ensure that their 

offspring would not be “taken advantage” of as they felt they had as young children. This 

article makes clear that both men and women were involved in discussions about military 

toys and that as early as the 1950s, parenting in the GDR was transforming into collective 

effort, and fathers were taking an active role in parenting their child.289 

One counter to these concerns, printed in the women’s journal, Für Dich (“For  

You”) by Dr. Ulrike Menke, a doctor of education, posited, “if the child is prevented 

from playing war through prohibitions or derogatory remarks, the child will find himself 

in a conflict situation. From these prohibitions and remarks, children ... can develop 

negative attitudes towards paramilitary training and their ‘Duty of Honor’ in the National 
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People’s Army.”290 A 1957 article in the National Zeitung entitled “Tin Toy Soldiers”, 

further defended military toys by claiming that it was not necessarily a bad thing that 

children would play aggressively. The author claimed that because the quest for right and 

wrong was inherent to everyday life, it was only natural that children would re-enact and 

incorporate struggle and fighting into their play. Just as “good” teachers would not hinder 

children from playing games such as cops and robbers, teachers should also not stop 

children from play fighting because “dispute is life and vice versa … [and] children use 

disputes to prepare themselves for life.”291 Furthermore, he reasoned that without military 

toys, children would still find a way to make toys into weapons by using the items that 

they had available to them, such as their mother’s umbrella handle or a stick.292 

Pedagogical literature also reinforced the sentiment that those who were opposed to 

military toys were “enemies of the people” because of their attempts to “impede [a 

child’s] upbringing” with their “pacifist twaddle”.293 This type of argumentative 

reasoning sought to undermine military toy opponents’ credibility and eliminate dissent 

towards military toys by alienating and ostracizing those who spoke out in opposition to 

the toys.  

The debate about whether children should play with military toys quickly evolved 

to include questions about what toys should be made available.  It became increasingly 

important for the toy industry and pedagogues to define which military toys were 

acceptable for play and which ones were not. At the first GDR-wide toy industry 
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conference held in Sonneberg in 1957, the debate centered on the question of what types 

of toys would be the most effective in teaching GDR children about their country and 

patriotism. At this conference, Comrade Mauer, the pedagogical consultant of the Haus 

des Kindes—the main children’s department store in Berlin—spoke on behalf of Berlin 

educators on the issues of military toys. Mauer echoed complaints of other pedagogues 

who were initially excited that military toys were to be produced but later disappointed to 

find out that these toys would actually shoot or drop tiny toy bombs. She expressed the 

opinion that although teachers agree that military toys support the development of a 

patriotic education, particular toys, such as water pistols or airplanes that release bombs 

encouraged unnecessary destruction and violence and did not inspire children to be like 

their NVA comrades. Instead, she suggested that the toy industry develop toys that 

advertise the experiences of Volksarmee soldiers and those of other “friendly”—meaning 

socialist—countries’ armies. She argued that a parachuting figurine would help a child 

focus on the “brave people” of the Volksarmee rather than the destructive nature of 

military toys.294 Another conference attendee, professor Fred Oelßner, opposed Mauer’s 

view. Oelßner attacked Mauer for her “pacifist” ideology, arguing that children needed 

toys that were realistic because without them, they would be educated “unrealistically 

and not be exposed to what they will [eventually] experience in their environment.”295 

Oelßner continued, “It must be assumed that a child's toys explains the real world. A 

pedagogue's task cannot be that they show a world in which people are not shot, because 
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Erziehung,” November 25, 1958, 1, BArch DR 2/4319, hereafter cited as “Aktennotiz.”  
295 Ibid., 1. 



 

 125 

that means that children are being isolated from the world. A child should be educated in 

the spirit of socialism. In that we are for peace, and therefore prepared to repel aggressors 

with a weapon in the hand.”296 By reinforcing the common argument for military toys 

that assumed that children would play how they wanted, he explained that regardless of 

whether children play with toy guns or not, this would not change the nature of their play: 

“they will still shoot even if it is with a rubber band.”297 Therefore, he demanded that 

teachers educate children so that they would be familiar with the harsh realities of life 

and in turn, learn to take a strong partisan position and not be naïve to the evils of 

capitalism and the world around them.298  

As a result of debates such as this one between Mauer and Oelßner, eventually a 

middle ground was forged. East German pedagogues stressed that GDR citizens should 

have a discerning eye when choosing the right military toy for their child. Acceptable 

patriotic toys were those that reflected the “typical features of socialist countries’ armies” 

(such as toy soldiers dressed in NVA uniforms), espoused the characteristics of 

Volksarmee weapons and equipment, and helped children learn and practice how to be 

prepared for defending the nation (Verteidigungsbereitschaft).299 Included in this 

distinction were armed National People’s Army figurines, vehicles, and buildings, and 

toys inspired by the GDR’s national police force, the People’s Police initiatives of ridding 
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the GDR of agents and saboteurs.300 The country in which the toy was produced also 

became an important factor in deciding whether it would be allowed for play in the GDR. 

As long as the military toy was produced in the GDR or in another socialist country, 

children were encouraged to play with it.301 Despite their pleas for a peaceful society, 

East German officials also did not object to children playing with weapons that simulated 

violence such as rifles that used rubber bands to propel small bullets or plastic popguns, 

mainly because they were produced in the GDR.302 While some adults did voice concerns 

about the “realistic” nature of military toys and questioned the lesson that children were 

supposed to glean from such toy weaponry, these concerns were largely ignored.303  

Toys produced in socialist countries were generally allowed in the GDR, yet 

“unacceptable” military toys were those that came from capitalist countries; and the East 

German state made a concerted effort to keep these toys out of society. For example, a 

clause in the 1954 Geschenkverordnung Westpaket (the East German package regulation 

law) specifically prohibited the delivery of packages that contained military toys from the 
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West.304 This clause stated that children’s toys of militaristic character were not approved 

for import and in the event that military toys did arrive in packages from West Germany 

and abroad, postal workers were directed to remove and discard them.305 East German 

officials argued that West German military toys—although they did not differ greatly 

from those being produced and sold in East Germany—would cause a rise in violence in 

the youth. The image that this created of West Germany was of a country ruled by 

manipulation and deceit, in which “warmongers” who “are familiar with the relationship 

between reality and play took advantage of innocent children.”306 According to this 

mindset, West German parents knew that the military toys they were giving their children 

were essentially indoctrinating them with the spirit of warfare.307 Communist propaganda 

portrayed Western children as blank canvases upon which the warmonger adults could 

paint their hatred. While the West German children did not know why the war criminals 

in the West filled the German toy stores again with war toys, the fathers and mothers in 

West Germany knew exactly what was going on and did nothing to stop it.308  
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East German officials also considered Western toys to be detrimental to the 

development of GDR children into good socialists because they propagated the objectives 

of the “hostile” NATO policy and romanticized the “imperialistic” nature of the 

relationship between cowboys and Native Americans.309 According to one source,  

                                                
309 The fascination and identification with the American Indians in the GDR is a result of a longer German 
tradition dating back to the nineteenth century. During the nineteenth century, Germans created 
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novels such as Chief Winnetou (1892) and contributed to this popular culture revolution. After World War 
II, and East Germany’s socialist transformation, May’s novels were banned in the GDR because they 
“exhibited undesirable bourgeois attitudes.” East Germany’s relationship and official attitudes towards 
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perspective, called Indianerfilme. East German Indianerfilme inverted the traditional western story by 
placing the Indian as heroes in opposition to the Americans and created narratives where the Native 
Americans were victims of imperialism. These films acted as critiques of the United States and capitalism 
because of the depiction of the Indian as hero and U.S. greed, dishonesty, aggression, and genocidal 
tendencies towards its native population and were meant to incite disapproval in East Germans of capitalist 
imperialism. Scholars such as Vera Dika and Gerd Gemunden have argued that the Indianerfilme helped to 
define East German identity through their identification with the Native Americans and these films 
appealed to the 1960s generation because this generation could most identify with the Native Americans, 
since they too were faced with the conflict of reconciling, or even rejecting, their parents’ ideals with their 
own, while dealing with the new economic and political “frontier”. It should be noted here that in 1961, the 
East German state still did not allow children to play with these types of toys—which it is unclear why—
but they soon started to produce the same “forbidden” toys for export by the mid-1960s. Although, the toy 
industry lagged behind the film industry in loosening their ban on cowboy and Indian toys and 
accoutrements, the fact that they did become more tolerant can be contributed to the relaxed standards in 
the film industry and the toy industry’s desire to produce toys that were popular and in demand. For a more 
detailed discussion of how East German authorities condemned westerns and gangster stories as part of an 
American cultural attack on Germany and conflated American cultural influences to fascism, See Uta 
Poiger’s discussion of East German media coverage of the Werner Gladow Gang in Uta Poiger, “A New, 
‘Western’ Hero? Reconstructing German Masculinity in the 1950s,” Signs 24, no. 1 (Autumn 1998): 147-
162; Vera Dika, “An East German Indianerfilm: the bear in sheep’s clothing,” Jump Cut, no. 50 (Spring 
2008); Gemunden, Gerd, “Between Karl Marx and Karl May: The DEFA Indianerfilme” in Germans and 
Indians: Fantasies, Encounters, Projections, eds. Colin Coolway, Gerd Gemunden, and Susanne Zantop 
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“since 1945 in West Germany the impact of the imperialist 
lifestyle of ‘Cowboytum’ is equal to hooliganism. ... With these 
guns brings a rise in brutality and violence in the youth. And this 
is when the violent and brutal youth turn into like [the youth] in 
the West, and the imperialists can use this militaristic character 
for their dirty, militaristic wars of conquest. Such toys do not 
serve the healthy development of our children, but propagate the 
objectives of the misanthropic NATO policy.”310 

 
Therefore, toys that were characteristic of NATO weapons and equipment, as well as 

cowboy guns and other accoutrements that “give a false picture about the life of cowboys 

and promote a Wild West romance” were forbidden.311 The ban on Western toys 

coincided with the censorship occurring in the film industry of the western film genre. 

Pedagogues complained that “westerns made children think that the roughest behavior 

was also the ‘manliest and most appropriate,’” thus, western toys were considered 

unacceptable for East German children to play with.312  

The GDR’s contradictory efforts to brand non-socialist military toys as 

unacceptable while endorsing practically identical East German toys was made apparent 

in a July 1961 troubleshooting guide issued by the East German postal service entitled 

“On Importing Toys of Militaristic Character.” This document, intended to help postal 

workers justify the disposal of unacceptable toys acknowledged that cowboy guns—the 

very ones that were deemed unfit for GDR society—were being produced in a toy factory 

in Pilsen, Czechslovakia and available throughout the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic 

                                                                                                                                            
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002); Jon Raundalen, “A Communist Takeover in the Dream 
Factory--Appropriation of Popular Genres by the East Germany Film Industry,” Slavonica 11, no. 1 (April 
2005): 69-86.  
310 Bemerkungen zur Problematik ‘Einfuhr von Spielzeug militärischen Charakters’. 
311 Jentzsch. 
312 Uta Poiger, “A New, “Western” Hero? Reconstructing German Masculinity in the 1950s,” Signs 24, no. 
1 (Autumn 1998): 152. 
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(CSR). The document reaffirms that the removal of these toys in packages from the West 

was imperative, regardless of how similar they were to toys produced in other socialist 

countries. The reason for this, the guide vaguely explained, was that the GDR had a 

“different political situation” than the CSR; the GDR had to protect its “open border” 

(meaning the border it shares with West Germany and West Berlin) and therefore, its 

rigid toy laws were justified.313  

Using overt anti-West rhetoric as the backdrop to these discussions, East German 

officials were able to make Cold War politics and East German propaganda an inherent 

part of the military toy debate which added another political aspect to the history of these 

toys. While military toys were already material manifestations of GDR patriotism 

because of their relationship to the NVA, the VP, and the Soviet brotherhood, stipulations 

pertaining to their production also politicized the actual production process of the toys. 

Although these attacks were fueled by the increasing availability of American popular 

culture in West Germany, East Germany’s staunch anti-Western stance helped distance 

the GDR from the FRG, as well. According to GDR officials, the political goals in the 

two German states were at odds with one another. “In the west of our fatherland, they 

celebrate the resurrection of the nature of old Prussian militarism. The new army with old 

fascist officer cadres at the top is used exclusively for imperialist purposes. In the GDR, 

we invest all our efforts in the peaceful construction of the welfare of the masses and 

achieving mass prosperity.”314 Conflating the Nazi past with American cultural influence, 
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East Germany’s efforts to disassociate with its western counterpart made it all the more 

easy to reject and deny its relationship to its National Socialist past.315 East German 

propaganda also used discussions about toys to focus vehemently on the warlike, fascist, 

characteristics of the West and pointed out the continuities between the Third Reich and 

the new FRG state. One GDR journal article painted the dismal supposed-reality of the 

West:  

“West German newsstands are filled with books by fascist war 
criminals, in which ethnic hatred is sown and murder is called for 
[which allows] for businessmen from capitalistic countries to 
[sell] toy atomic bombs that blow up and burn small paper 
houses. One can put a penny in a machine to see a picture of the 
result of a nuclear explosion. [All of these things] help train the 
youth to murder and destroy other peoples. This “toy” is a 
product of decaying imperialism and serves its anti-humanist 
interests. Even we see again today that in the countries where 
monopolists exploit the power, toys educate the children to 
brutalize and disregard the life of others. The environment, which 
is characterized by race baiting, greed and preparation for a new 
war of conquest, is also reflected in the games of children. Is it 
any wonder that the children [play] with ‘machetes’ and big 
‘Colts’ … and choose comic books and gangster movies to be 
their model? Thus, this how imperialist countries want to have 
their soldiers later; brutal and ruthless … These reactionary rulers 
do everything they can to develop these characteristics in very 
small children, and do this with the corresponding toys.”316  

 

                                                
315 In order to distance itself from the Nazi regime, communist leaders made an effort to absolve itself of 
responsibility for Germany’s fascist past and legitimate the new government. According to official GDR 
propaganda, fascism was the most evolved stage of capitalism; therefore, by establishing itself a socialist 
state free of capitalism’s tendencies and influence, the GDR felt that it represented a state that had 
overcome the past. The story that the GDR appropriated for the period between 1933 and 1949 focused 
primarily on communist resistance National Socialism. Although vastly mythologized, the SED partially 
credited this resistance as part of the foundation upon which the GDR state was built. The efforts to create a 
story of socialist resistance helped establish a specific socialist tradition and historical continuity between 
the new socialist state and the whitewashed events of the recent past.  
316 Paul Thomae, “Wenn unsere Kinder ‘Volksarmee’ spielen,” Neue Erziehung 9, no. 13 (July 1956): 2. 



 

 132 

The discourse surrounding the efforts to define acceptable toys for GDR children 

further allowed communist officials to justify militarization by demonizing the West and 

outlining the ways in which the GDR was not only morally better, but how East German 

military toys were different from those in west. The result of these propaganda efforts left 

East Germans with the message that East German children were being raised “correctly” 

to love peace, unlike the children in the West. However, this process of deciding which 

toys were educationally acceptable or pedagogically worthy was fraught with 

inconsistencies and not at all uniform. It was at times confusing and unclear as to why 

one toy was considered patriotic and another one was not. One toy store saleswoman 

wrote,  

“But why this or that piece is considered an educational toy—or 
has ‘educational value’—is unfortunately not always 
recognizable. I have also realized that one toy cannot be patriotic, 
but that others from the same manufacturer can be considered 
patriotic toys. Yes, I have even witnessed at the last [Leipzig 
trade fair] those responsible for the toy industry’s exhibit 
carefully distinguished between ‘educationally perfect’ 
[pädagogisch einwandfreiem] and a ‘patriotic’ toy.”317  

	  
Government-sponsored Education: 

Children and Military Toys 
To create the conditions for the proper use of military toys, a wide ideological and 

political education was needed, meaning that there should be a “destruction of pacifist 

views and tendencies among the entire population”—including children, who needed to 

learn about their patriotic duties as early as possible.318 Education in the GDR was 

designed in such a way that it was fundamentally political. The patriotic education that a 
                                                
317 K.O. “Eine Verkäuferin hat das Wort,” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 12, no. 3 (February 1959): 19. 
318 “Entwurf für die Diskussion über die Entwicklung von Spielmaterial für die Erziehung der Kinder zur 
Verteidigungsbereitschaft,” 1957, BArch DR 2/3808, hereafter cited as “Entwurf für die Diskussion.” 



 

 133 

child received was not strictly limited to the classroom; it was all encompassing. 

Although some students felt that the pomp and circumstance of military commemoration 

and the patriotic lessons they were taught were repetitive and formulaic,  most found 

state-sponsored antifascism to be a necessary and important theme in their education.319 

The Politburo dictated that an educator’s goal was to “educate the youth to develop well-

rounded personalities that are able and willing to build socialism and the achievements of 

the working people to defend them to the utmost.”320 Through their patriotic education, 

children ought to acquire an understanding of class consciousness in the spirit of 

orthodox Marxist-Leninism, the knowledge of the “revolutionary tradition of the 

international working class movement,” and an awareness of the soldiers’ collective 

responsibility to fulfill their mission “in the class struggle between socialism and 

imperialism”, while also learning loyalty and devotion to the “socialist fatherland”, the 

Soviet Union, and other “brother armies” in the Warsaw Pact.321 The GDR military 

education was also supposed to foster the desire to fight pacifism, increase an 

individual’s willingness to enlist in the army, make individuals capable and fit to fight, 

indoctrinate them with the ideological aims of the SED, and last but not least, to educate 

the children to be good socialists.322 Children were educated “to become people who love 

their country and are proud of its successes, that want to achieve freedom and see value 

                                                
319 Catherine Plum, “The Children of Antifascism: Exploring Young Historians Clubs in the GDR,” 
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in achievements, but who are also ready to defend our republic and democratic 

achievements when fascist enemies attack.”323 The peace-loving people of the GDR—

after they learned which type of peace to love, that is—would want to “defend peace with 

a weapon in their hand.”324 

The educational system was organized in a way that both parents and teachers 

could work together to pass on the values of the GDR to their children. Particular 

individuals were chosen as teachers because of their dedication to, and belief in, socialist 

values; it was common for teachers to be chosen for their political convictions rather than 

their ability to be effective educators. As an extra stopgap measure, the state closely 

monitored teachers in order to ensure that children were being taught “properly” and 

receiving a “correct” socialist education. This forced teachers to practice self-censorship 

or “censorship without censors” to guarantee that they would not fall under suspicion of 

the state.325 Teachers were constantly reminded that they needed to have a clear sense of 

their personal feeling towards the Volkspolizei and NVA because their beliefs directly 

affected the lessons children gleaned.326 They were warned that they could very easily 

establish misconceptions in a child, because a child cannot quite understand everything 

that is reflected in play. Teachers needed to observe closely when children played in 

order to correct their wrong ideas and confirm the right ones. Parents and educators were 

responsible for making lessons about how to be a good socialist an inherent part of 

                                                
323 Hortzschansky, “Spielzeug ist nicht gleich Spielzeug,” 15.  
324 Stösslein, “Bleisoldaten”. 
325 See my later footnote discussion on the public sphere/censorship in the GDR.  
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children’s play. In one instance articulated in a 1956 pedagogical article entitled “When 

our children play People's Army”, a teacher explained to the boys that their tank was not 

allowed to roll over the girls’ garden because just like the real tanks of the NVA, the toy 

tanks were not supposed to destroy anything.327 Pedagogues argued that girls should also 

play with military toys but typically when military toys were discussed, the gender of the 

children playing with the toys was most commonly male.  

 Children were also taught to play with military toys in conjunction with other 

toys, such as excavators, cranes, and tractors, so that “a harmonious combination [could 

be] created.”328 The lesson that children were to acquire from this was that just as cranes 

and tractors built new homes and schools, the military was equally as important in 

building the socialist state because it protected the people. Teachers, by encouraging this 

type of integrated play, helped children to understand the connection between the 

importance of work and the importance of protecting the state. Children were not 

supposed to vacillate between playing with construction toys and military toys but 

instead, they were supposed to bring them together in order to understand their equal 

importance in society. Lessons on how to play properly with military toys were also 

reinforced in children's publications. In 1957, in the bi-monthly Young Pioneer 

publication Die Trommel, a photo spread showcasing the military toys of the NVA 

entitled “Play in the Sandbox: Tanks March!” showed children how to arrange and play 

with their military toys correctly in order to reflect properly the reality and tasks of the 
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NVA (Figures 2.1a-c). The instructions for play stated: “These pictures are suggestions 

how one plays with the tanks, cars, and soldiers of the NVA. When you are outdoors you 

can build shelters, storm units, and roll call grounds from a little wood, sand and foliage. 

Residual material and twine are quickly transformed into a tent in the summer 

camp. Now all we need is a few friends from the Pioneers, and off you go.”329 

 
Figure	  2.1a:	  Waltraud	  Denger,	  “Spiel	  im	  Sandkasten:	  Panzer	  marsch!,”	  Die	  Trommel	  12,	  no.	  17	  (April	  
12,	  1959):	  14.	  
 

                                                
329 Waltraud Denger, “Spiel im Sandkasten: Panzer marsch!,” Die Trommel 12, no. 17 (April 12, 1959): 14. 
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Figure	  2.1b:	  “In	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  forest	  is	  an	  airfield	  of	  the	  National	  People's	  Army	  (top	  right).	  With	  
their	  tanks,	  they	  protect	  the	  peaceful	  factory	  workers	  and	  the	  peasants.	  The	  tanks	  bring	  a	  
reconnaissance	  unit	  here	  to	  an	  exercise	  (right).”	  
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Figure	  2.1c:	  “Attentively	  the	  soldiers	  guard	  the	  sky	  of	  the	  Heimat	  (left).	  The	  obstacle	  course	  excercise	  
educates	  in	  endurance	  and	  skill.	  All	  have	  to	  concentrate	  in	  order	  to	  overcome	  obstacles	  with	  their	  
compack	  packs	  (bottom	  right).	  Also	  in	  the	  summer	  camp	  there	  is	  a	  lot	  to	  learn,	  because	  a	  good	  
soldier	  must	  know	  a	  lot	  (bottom	  left).”	  

 
 Through a concerted effort of socialist indoctrination in schools, the SED hoped to 

teach and mold GDR children to develop “socialist military personalities” that would 

inspire them to “follow every command of the Worker's and Peasant's State in an 

unhesitating manner” and “fulfill all combat orders with their entire being.”330 Ironically, 

despite the image of gender equality in the GDR that state propaganda trumpeted, these 

“socialist military personalities” would include the gender-delineated categories of “New 

Socialist Man” and “New Socialist Woman.” The New Socialist Man and Woman were 

supposed to be the embodiment of perfection in socialist society; unquestioningly loyal to 

socialist ideals and to the party of the working class, avid supporters of proletarian 
                                                
330 Bickford, 69. 
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internationalism, socialist patriotism, solidarity, resilient in the face of adversity, 

courageous, disciplined, willing to sacrifice one’s self, and filled with hatred for their 

enemies.331 While women could not serve in the military, this did not stop girls from 

being included in the military education in schools; they were still expected to learn 

certain military knowledge and skills like map-reading and survival techniques, stand at 

attention at school flag ceremonies, and march in formation at school and FDJ events.332 

 An essential part of the “socialist military personality” was the development of the 

“Freund-Feind Bild” (Friend-Enemy Viewpoint), in which children were to establish 

hatred for a specific enemy. This friend-or-foe mindset focused on the negative aspects of 

the enemy—the enemy meaning capitalist countries and their allies—and helped children 

to develop a clear “picture of the enemy” (Feindbild) by teaching them to view state 

enemies and every kind of exploitation and repression with hatred. The purpose of this 

viewpoint was to enhance defense preparedness, drum up solidarity, and instill further 

trust in the SED; if children could understand why a particular group or person was their 

enemy and wanted to do them harm, they would be more willing to enlist in the army and 

protect the GDR when the time came. Official propaganda insisted that the hatred taught 

by the GDR was directed, necessary, and justified:  

“enemies of the GDR complain in their campaign against our 
socialist country that we include hatred in the patriotic education 
of youth and teach them to hate … [but GDR educators do not] 
teach hatred as such, it is not blind hatred, but is a conscious 
goal-directed hatred against the enemies of our people, our 
socialist fatherland and the peace and happiness of mankind. This 
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does not mean entire peoples, but instead small, albeit dangerous 
gangs, against which our hatred is justified and necessary.”333  

 
The phrase “only bad people will be shot if they want to take anything away from us or if 

they break something of ours” became an oft-repeated mantra kindergarten teachers used 

to explain why the armed forces, especially the National Volkspolizei (National People’s 

Police), carried guns.334 Children were constantly reminded that they only had to fear 

“those guns, tanks, and aircrafts that want to destroy our cities, factories, gardens, and 

kindergartens” and that “all good people are protected by our People's Army.”335 One 

elementary teacher, observing a child in the sandbox building a battleship with the long 

handles of the sand shovels serving as its guns, asked the child what purpose the guns 

had. The child simply and innocently responded, “these are guns that shoot … for when 

nasty people come and break something of ours.”336 Educators were responsible for 

“inspiring” this hatred in young children, because although they believed that young 

children could understand the need to defend the GDR from the “evil people” who 

threatened it, they knew that “children do not have an [inherent] understanding of this 

from within.”337 Therefore, lessons often included teachers telling children that NVA 

soldiers only shoot at those who want to destroy the schools they attend, the houses 

where they live with their parents, and the farms and factories that provide them food and 
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clothing.338  

Militarism invaded a child’s everyday life in subtle and not so subtle ways; the 

media constantly put out images of soldiers and children together to normalize the 

presence of the military in children’s lives. Daily classroom life took on a militaristic 

manner, from daily roll calls to the requirement to salute and march to the teacher's 

instructions, to the mandatory uniforms children wore in the youth organizations. Quite 

often, textbooks also employed militaristic imagery to teach school children lessons in 

fundamental subjects while also encouraging a close relationship between children and 

the NVA. For example, a fourth grade grammar text used border guards and watchdogs to 

teach subject and verb agreement, while a tenth grade math textbook used artillery firing 

examples to teach math equations.339 This military imagery normalized the presence of 

the military in a child's day-to-day activities, while simultaneously bringing traditional 

lessons and military service together. While East German children were exposed to 

military themes through a formal military education that stressed soviet patriotism, 

antifascism, and socialist loyalty to the state these ideals were also reinforced in state-run 

extracurricular activities and groups.  

These groups helped with military socialization and gave the youth the 

opportunity to develop their military knowledge and skills. Beginning with the tender age 

of six, children became members of the popular youth organization, the Ernst Thälmann 

Junge Pioniere (Young Pioneers), which sought to take advantage of children’s 
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subjective, emotional appropriation of ideological truths and help prepare them to 

become the future protectors of socialism. Beginning in 1969, hundreds of thousands of 

Young Pioneers were expected to take part in annual large-scale military exercises known 

as “Pioneer Maneuvers” were carried out in such a way that many did not realize they 

were a form of military preparation. The maneuvers’ militaristic nature was also covertly 

hidden by their innocent and idyllic names such as Manouver Schneeflocke II and 

Freundschaft (“Maneuver Snowflake II” and “Friendship”).340 When children reached the 

age of fourteen, they were old enough to join Freie Deutsche Jugend (Free German 

Youth, FDJ) where the ideological training would intensify. At this age, youths could 

also join the primary paramilitary organization, Gesellschaft für Sport und Technik (The 

Society for Sports and Technology, GST). Also known as the “Schule des Soldaten von 

Morgen” (School of the Soldiers of Tomorrow) this organization taught the youth the 

“military-technical” skills necessary for service in the NVA. By 1978, a course in 

military education (Wehrerziehung) that provided students with a basic knowledge of 

civil defense and was meant to encourage their willingness to defend their country, 

combat pacifism, and indoctrinate them with the ideological aims of the SED became a 

requirement for students in the ninth and tenth grades.341  

In the case of military toys especially, however, emphasis was placed on the 

social conditions that surrounded a child and not specifically on the toy design itself. 

Using the Nazi past as reason to concern themselves with the social conditions in which a 
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child encounters a toy—“we’ve experienced in the past all too well how much the toy 

and its intended purpose is determined by social conditions”—emphasis was placed on a 

child’s environmental influences, experiences, and Erziehung. Because pedagogues 

considered these factors to be especially crucial for the development of the child and for 

the design of a child’s play, it became less important to talk about military toys without 

considering the atmosphere and social conditions surrounding the child.342 

On national holidays, NVA soldiers would march in celebration parades while 

children observed them from the sidelines. After the parade, booths were set up where 

children could explore the interiors of planes and tanks, meet individual soldiers, and 

learn more about the army, which then was reflected in a child’s play.343 These 

opportunities impressed upon children that they should respect and admire the soldiers 

for their participation in the NVA and that they were ordinary, friendly people. Because 

conscription was so high, children often attended many demonstrations, festivals and 

even army training, as they had family members or knew neighbors who were enlisted. 

Because a large part of an East German child's environment included the activities of the 

national army, quite logically these experiences emerged in children’s play. However, 

pedagogues recognized that the best military toy would not be of much help without clear 

goal-oriented play, meaning that children needed to form a relationship with NVA 

soldiers in order to ensure that their play was educationally and ideologically sound.344 
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Children had to be acquainted with and trusting of their environment so that they could 

effectively engage with their environment in play.  

To foster the contact between children and military and police forces, schools 

established sponsorship contracts between school classes and Volkspolizei and NVA 

units. The purpose of these contracts was to encourage children to form friendly 

relationships with fellow soldiers and officers so that children could develop feelings of 

connectedness to the members of the armed forces.345 Often, teachers would also take 

children to the NVA training grounds to meet individual soldiers; soldiers would then 

take walks with the children, sing songs, and give them toys and gifts.346 These visits 

with soldiers and to NVA training grounds had lasting effects on the children and their 

play. One report stated that the children visited soldiers barracks were, “astounded to 

realize that soldiers do not carry guns with them all of the time.” 347 Pedagogues argued 

that these visits to soldiers’ barracks were very significant for the children; from them 

they realized that soldiers did not just shoot guns, but also watched television, read, and 

were normal people with ordinary lives, therefore, this new knowledge was then reflected 

in children’s play. In order to build “friendly feelings” towards NVA soldiers, teachers 

tried to integrate information about the army into the school day through lessons and 

play. These visits also allowed educators to engage in dialogue with children about the 

NVA more fluidly. When the children would see members of the NVA during their 

exercises teachers were there to make sure the NVA’s purpose was clear to the pupils. 
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Then, with their military toys, children had the opportunity to reproduce what they saw 

and reinforce the things they learned about the importance of protecting peace in the 

GDR.348  

According to pedagogical literature, through these encounters with soldiers, 

children learned what it was like to be a soldier and came to admire their new NVA 

friend, insomuch as they tried to emulate soldiers and repeat in their play what they 

witnessed. In a 1972 article in Neue Erziehung about the friendship formed between a 

class and a border guard, the author detailed:  

“‘Our soldier’, so the children call him, plays a lot of sports and 
reads a lot. The children try to emulate him. In gymnastics, their 
exercises are performed accurately and precisely. In lessons and 
throughout their daily routine, they try to do their jobs well and 
improve them continuously. They want to be just like their 
soldier.”349  
	  

Another teacher reported that when the children would return from visits to the 

soldiers’ barracks, they would “form marching columns and run around the yard singing 

songs the soldiers taught them and use sticks as guns … [One] child came upon the idea 

to build a target. They took a tire and put it on a tree. Soon all the children were playing 

‘shoot the target’.”350 In another article, a teacher boasted that the game “People's Army” 

appears often and naturally in GDR kindergartens due to their contact with soldiers in 

school and simply seeing them in town on the street.351 The presence of soldiers’ 

marching in parades, at festivals, children’s visits to soldiers’ barracks, and soldiers’ 
                                                
348 Aktennotiz. 
349 H. Spiegler and G. Singer, “Herzliche Freundschaft verbindet uns mit unseren Soldaten,” Neue 
Erziehung im Kindergarten, no. 2 (1972): 17.  
350 Oschmann, 2. 
351 Thomae, “Wenn unsere Kinder ‘Volksarmee’ spielen,” 2.  
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visits to schools, all worked together to normalize the presence of the military and create 

a familiar bond between children and the military. 	  

Parents and Military Toys 
The state also used toys as a vehicle to get educators and parents—mothers and 

fathers—involved in a child’s socialist education. Adults were considered just as much a 

part of children's play as children and military toys were symbolic objects that “pose[d] 

the question to citizens about their relationship with [the] state.”352 When a child received 

a military toy, parents and teachers were urged to engage the child in an educational 

dialogue about what the toy was, what purpose its life-sized counterpart served in GDR 

society, and the correct way to play with it.353 Close parent/teacher cooperation also 

became a necessity so that parents could use every opportunity to help their children 

process experiences and impressions correctly.354 For this reason, the context in which a 

military toy was given to a child became quite important. A 1957 pedagogical articled 

stressed that, “here [in regard to toys] the education for [parents] to explain, develop, 

teach and to see clearly is needed.”355 Much like the state initiatives to teach children 

acceptable ways to play, the state disseminated advice on how to be a good socialist 

parent; through discussions about toys, parents were educated about how one should 

correctly parent in the GDR. The state took on an educational role in regard to how East 

German were raised and parented; the toys and the debates that surrounded them were as 

much about educating parents—and giving them a socialist education of their own—as 

                                                
352 Stösslein, “Bleisoldaten”. 
353 Entwurf für die Diskussion. 
354 Oschmann, 2. 
355 Hortzschansky, “Spielzeug ist nicht gleich Spielzeug,” 15.  
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they were about a child's socialist education, especially since parents were the ones 

purchasing the toys. Parents were also placed at the focal point for state initiatives and 

their importance in the role of educating a child under the tenets of socialism was often 

emphasized. In a 1957 newspaper article about the importance of toy soldiers and 

military toys in a child's life, the author stresses parents’ role in this process:  

“The point is that parents—fathers and mothers—are important in 
providing their children the key to preserving the peace and to 
connect with the first peaceful state on German soil. They will do 
this because they know that our democratic state—and not the 
Adenauer government—is the future of Germany, that the peace 
camp—not NATO—is the world's future, and that socialism—not 
capitalism—will triumph.”356 

 
While the state guided and directed adults, it also held them responsible for integrating 

military toys into a child’s play. Parents had to ensure that children understood their 

military toys’ patriotic significance by making “it clear that just as one weapon is not the 

same as another weapon, one plaything is not the same as another.”357 In a 1957 

pedagogical article entitled, “Auf Ziel und Inhalt kommt es an!: Spielzeug ist nicht gleich 

Spielzeug,” (“Aim and Content Matters!: Toys are not all Toys”) the author explains that 

children must understand the different contexts in which people carried weapons and 

which of these contexts was appropriate and accepted. He notes, “it must be recognized 

that the gun in the hands of the robber is different from the shotgun in the hands of people 

who are peace-loving, value-creating and willing to defend their homeland and their 

successes.”358 Parents were told that they needed to provide their children with the 
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military toys that would teach their children about defense and help them to learn to trust 

the NVA while at the same time, needing to teach children about the importance and 

purpose of the NVA.359 As one pedagogical magazine warned: “The parent or guardian 

must not fail here. If [they] fail to provide these educational resources, then such a toy is 

dangerous.”360 

In the fall of 1957, over two hundred people gathered at an educational forum on 

the topic of military toys at the Central House of the Young Pioneers in Berlin. Organized 

by the City Board of Education and the Ministry of National Defense, the forum 

addressed two main questions: “Should we give our children military toys?” and “Should 

our children play soldier?”361 These questions illuminated the central issues that revolved 

around the military toy debate—parental responsibility in a child's play, whether military 

toys had a place in a child's world, and how children should engage with these toys. One 

father, a colonel from the National Army, explained that in the past, children who played 

with war toys used the toys to “attack” and “kill” a common enemy. “[Now],” he 

continued, “we want to educate our children differently, we are against shooting games. 

Our children will delight in the protection of life, and will recognize why defending our 

achievements is necessary.”362 Other parents agreed that a child’s play should be “guided 

and directed,” and “it should not be forgotten to clarify the role of our National People’s 

Army … that the soldiers are with us for the protection and defense and not the senseless 

                                                
359 Ibid. 
360 Ibid. 
361 K.J.W., “Militärisches Spielzeug für unsere Kinder?,” Neues Deutschland, November 13, 1957, BArch 
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362 “Sollen unsere Kinder Soldat spielen: Berliner Elternforum zu Fragen des militärischen Spielzeuges,” 
Neues Deutschland, 1958.  



 

 149 

destruction of imperialist aggression.”363 To prove this point, one mother said that after 

explaining to her five-year-old son in “simple terms” that NVA soldiers are for 

protection, he began using a NVA soldier to guard his train set’s bridges. “And later 

when he receives a tank,” said the mother, “he will also use it for the protection of the 

train set. The children must be repeatedly told what soldiers and weapons are for.” In 

response—and what can only been seen as a critique of the first mother—another mother 

declared that she would never permit her child to play with a tank, because her child was 

to be brought up in spirit of peace.364  

Although state officials organized this forum, it gave parents the opportunity to 

publically debate, exchange opinions and ideas, and take cues from one other about how 

to be “good parents.” At the same time, they could also police and judge each other’s 

parenting methods. These parents wanted to make sure that their children were 

surrounded by the “right” people and were learning the “correct” meaning, purpose, and 

function of military toys and in turn, the NVA. For example, one mother asked, “What 

will happen if everyone can buy toy soldiers and toy tanks in shops? Not everyone is 

trustworthy, and there are those who are part of the education and play of our children 

who could be damaging [to them].”365 There was a strong sentiment among parents that 

not everyone could be trusted to educate the youth. The East German population was 

conditioned to be suspicious of others and told that state enemies lurked around every 

corner; citizens were encouraged to monitor their peers’ actions and report on those who 
                                                
363 Ibid.  
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spoke unfavorably about the regime or participated in illegal activities. Parents were told 

that although “the class-conscious worker knows how he has to instruct his child ... some 

parents are still missing the right attitude [richtige Einstellung],” which could have only 

reinforced the sense that parents also needed to be educated about bout how to raise their 

children much in the same way children required guidance.366  By sharing their own 

perspectives and judging others, parents could attempt to monitor and control how their 

children were being educated and raised. Therefore, through public discussions about 

military toys, parents and teachers learned how they should teach, parent, and behave 

more generally. Parents also had the ability to speak out in ways they would not normally 

have been able to through discussions about military toys. Parents and teachers could talk 

about military toys and at the same time, through coded language and mimicking state 

rhetoric, voice their discontent with the actions of the state.367  

                                                
366 Hortzschansky, “Spielzeug ist nicht gleich Spielzeug,” 18. 
367 The notion of the “public sphere” in the GDR is quite contested. The GDR described itself as a 
nonantagonistic community (Sozialistische Menschengemeinschaft), which meant that the state developed a 
system of social control mechanisms that assured national, ethnic, and ideological homogeneity and 
eliminated the ability to speak out publically against the state. Therefore, Öffentlichkeit--which Jürgen 
Habermas defines as a public space free of state control where individuals could exchange ideas and 
knowledge--did not officially exist in the GDR. According to Habermas, one the main achievement's of the 
bourgeois public sphere was the delineation of the private from the public by creating the possibility for 
individuals to debate and deliberate about public matters. In this regard, the public was the site in which 
private individuals could construct public consent. However, scholars such as Konrad Jarausch and David 
Bathrick have argued that in regard to East Germany, the notion of a Habermasian “public sphere”—
meaning democratic—did not exist. Instead, Bathrick's concept of a “socialist public sphere” has been used 
to describe communicative spaces in the GDR. Instead, the GDR can be considered to have been a 
Nischengesellschaft (niche society) in which GDR citizens carved out semi-private autonomous spaces 
where they were able to express and exchange their opinions and were relatively free of state control. This 
type of atmosphere created a society of dualism, of the private and official, where double opinions and 
double speak prevailed. In her essay on the Leipzig trade fairs, Katherine Pence talks about how GDR 
citizens used the trade fair and shopping lines as their autonomous, private spaces where they could 
assemble and discuss matter without censorship. Much like Katherine Pence, I believe that discussions 
about toys also allowed GDR citizens to engage in political discussions--unimpinged by state control--that 
expressed their opinion of the state. For a deeper discussion on the public sphere in the GDR see, Jürgen 
Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989); David 
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Problems with Production 
Despite calls for the toy industry to produce military toys, the military toys that 

were produced were of poor quality and not particularly diverse and East Germany’s 

financial hardships hampered the industry, making it almost impossible for it to produce 

enough toys to meet consumer demands. In an article in Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 

in 1958, the director of the DZL, Werner Hortzschansky, called for military toys to be 

improved, their selection broadened, and prices to be lowered. He stated, “Right now 

there is not much of a selection of these toys. Before the Haus des Kindes opened in Karl-

Marx-Stadt, [the whole selection of military toys was] marching soldiers.”368 A letter 

from the DZL a year later reiterated this problem and stated that creating toys that 

reflected the newest military technology was mainly a question of production capacity 

and the lack of raw materials.369 One toy saleswoman stated that if these toys did exist, 

they were not found in stores, and most likely, only seen at the annual Leipzig trade fairs. 

She explains, “And then, of course, there is the problem of these toys’ accessibility ... But 

when I say ‘there are’ what I mean is ‘something we have seen’—but seldom in our 

stores.”370 
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Not only were military toys produced in limited quantities but when they could be 

found in stores, consumers complained that they were of poor quality, flimsy, and 

shoddily made. A 1957 report stated that the current selection of toy soldiers were 

“discriminatory to our People’s Army”, the soldiers were a “failure” and “unsuccessful” 

because of their “poorly shaped heads and facial expressions” and legs of different 

sizes.371 Another parent described the toy soldiers as appearing “as if they had a drink.”372 

They also lamented their cost. “Toy soldiers are too expensive” complained one mother, 

“who can pay 1.50 DM for a toy soldier?”373  

In a 1962 letter to written to the Berlin newspaper, Neues Deutschland, Plauen 

resident and a general in the army, Theo Pöhlmann ranted about the dismal state of the 

quality of East German military toys. First, he notes that the military toy selection in 

stores was lackluster, after making multiple visits to various stores in search of toy 

soldiers, he could find hardly any that were available for purchase. Yet this was not 

limited to only stores, he explained, because even though one could find military toys in a 

Leipzig mail order catalog, “[when one attempts to order them] they are not available.”374  

When Pöhlmann was finally able to locate military toys to purchase, he found 

them them to be poorly made and the variety in selection lacking. The toy soldiers were 

“small, wimpy and have a really cheesy [käsige] complexion” and look like 

                                                
371 “Protokoll über die 4.-7. Juni 1957 in Dresden Bezirksproduktionsausstellung,” 1, BArch DQ 1/2704. 
372 “Sollen unsere Kinder Soldat spielen: … Neues Deutschland, 1958. 
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“malnourished recruits.”375 He even believed that their uniforms were inadequate, leading 

him to call into question the effectiveness of the toy industry’s standardization, and 

unknowingly, illuminating one of the industry’s biggest issues, a lack of uniformity in 

production style and quality. “I am also aware that the [NVA] uniform is just one color. 

[However,] the toy soldiers’ [uniforms] are several different shades from green to gray. 

Will you tell me in which factory these are made? Or is there no cooperation between the 

factories?”376  

When addressing the selection of military toys, Pöhlmann employs the rhetoric of 

pedagogical texts that advocated for military toys, by arguing that if one of the reasons 

for children to play with military toys is to reflect reality and foster their patriotic 

education, then the toy industry needed to make its top priority be accurately reflecting 

military life. He writes, “it is known that our NVA has self-defense pistols and hand 

grenades. In the toy army these do not exist. It is known that our army has versatile 

technology. Where is evidence of this in the toy industry?” He notes that toy cooks and 

field kitchens are missing as well as nurses and doctors who help treat the wounded and 

without these important members represented in children’s toys, Pöhlmann argues that 

children would then not be able to be familiar with the full army experience: “[i]f an 

important aspect of the NVA is protecting the border, where are the border guards with 

dogs?”377  
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Pöhlmann also uses the state’s rhetoric to his advantage in his discussion about 

the availability of cowboy and Indian figurines in comparison to military toys. He 

demands, “look around in the shops. There are at least fifteen, twenty, thirty or more 

varieties of Indians and white settlers and all of their accessories. Are the white settlers, 

who practically wiped out the indigenous people of America, a better example for our 

youth? ... I think here you could change something.”378  

Although Pöhlmann’s ire towards the military toy producers can be considered 

hypercritical, his letter is an important contribution to our understanding of the 

effectiveness of the toy industry and the overall accessibility of military toys in general. 

Despite continual efforts by pedagogues to instill a patriotic education in the youth 

through military toys, this could only be possible with the cooperation of the toy industry. 

The very officials who attempted to prioritize a child’s patriotic education lacked the 

power to make it a reality with the GDR’s material and financial constraints. What was 

preached and what was put into practice were two very different things. Pöhlmann’s letter 

not only depicts the problems that the industry faced but also what toys were made 

available to consumers. Complaint letters like this one highlight the inconsistency 

between state initiatives urging children to play with military toys versus the actual 

availability of these toys. One source noted that as children became acquainted with 

People’s Army soldiers, they lacked the “appropriate toys” to duplicate what they 

witnessed in their play, deeming state efforts practically pointless.379 
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In conclusion, this chapter has argued that the state used East German military 

toys as a way to spread communist ideology and anti-capitalist propaganda to children. 

While public discussion in newspapers and magazines questioned whether children 

should play with military toys and what role these toys had in socialist society, state 

officials nevertheless encouraged the production of these toys and worked hard to 

convince parents, educators, and children alike that military toys were important to a 

child’s development. They stressed the importance of defending one’s country while 

simultaneously emphasizing that an East German military toy was different from the 

military toys on the other side of the Iron Curtain. According to the government, East 

German war toys protected socialism while capitalist military toys encouraged 

militarism. Ironically, these toys did not differ aesthetically from those of their capitalist 

enemies, forcing the GDR government to demonstrate that the difference could be found 

in the ideology from which the toys were borne. In the next chapter, I will examine how 

the state attempted to instill ideology in the connection between work, play, and toys as a 

way to further mold East German children into diligent devoted socialist workers.  
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Chapter 3 

Toys as Tools: Work in the Life of a Playing Child 
 

“For the child play is work. The attitude that is instilled in the child from play will later 
have value in societal work. Through play and toys is the mind, emotions, and hand skills 
of the child to be trained and developed, especially his creative imagination. Thus, the 
interest of the child awakened and his attitude towards the environment formed.”380  

–Erwin Andrä, 1955 
 
From May to December 1961, East German companies in cooperation with DEFA 

started an initiative to bring popular science (popularwissenschaftlichen) films to a 

broader audience. Entitled, “The Day of Popular Science Films” (Tag des 

populärwissenschaftlichen Films), large companies throughout the GDR would screen 

films and host accompanying forums on the films that were focused on “training the all-

around developed person,” or the socialist personality. One film that was screened during 

this time was Experience and Play (Erlebnis und Spiel), an educational film intended for 

adults that sought to emphasize the close relationship between work and children’s play 

and work’s significance in the daily life of an East German citizen. The film opens with a 

scene depicting a busy construction site. Workers in hard hats are operating construction 

machinery and working together to build some kind of structure. As the camera pans 

from left to right, capturing the size of the construction site, it lingers for a moment on a 

worker operating a crane and another working in a backhoe carrying dirt. Directly 

adjacent to the construction site is an open field in which a group of children, boys and 
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girls, are playing. The workers, engrossed in their tasks, do not pay much attention to the 

children, however, the children occasionally interrupt their play to watch the workers and 

observe what they are doing. The purpose of these small interruptions in the children's 

play soon become clear to the viewer as the camera reveals that the children are playing 

with miniature versions of the same machinery and tools that the workers have. The 

film's narrator informs the viewer, “[the work] is reflected in the play of the children.”  

As the workday ends for the workers, they begin to leave the construction site and 

instead of going home, they join the adjacent playing children and begin to play with 

them, the smaller toy replicas of the workers’ tools replacing their real-life counterparts 

in a matter of minutes. The narrator adds: “the adults take their play just as seriously as 

the children.”381 The proximity of the construction site to the playing children signals to 

the viewer that literally and figuratively, the world of play is not very far from the world 

of work; the image of the children and workers coming together in play—with the exact 

copies of the tools and machinery that the workers uses—shows that what is today play 

for the children, tomorrow, as adults, will be their work.  

East Germany’s economy was predominantly industrial and agricultural, with 

mining, industrial commodity production, and agriculture accounting for 72% of the 

labor market by 1950. Therefore, in the “workers” and “peasants’ state” (Arbeiter- und 
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Bauernstaat), as the GDR was known, East German state ideology identified work as one 

of the the most important ways to contribute to the socialist community and achieve 

personal fulfillment. Although the concept that work helped development an individual’s 

sense of self and at the same time contributed to building the nation was not specific to 

Marxism—it had its roots in late eighteenth-century bourgeois philosophy—the ways in 

which East Germany’s political pedagogy educated people about work helps one to 

understand why it was such a formative force in East German citizens’ and ultimately, 

children’s, lives. 

The state, with its widespread efforts to establish the image of the nation as a 

tight-knit community of workers, placed work at the center of one's personal, social, and 

professional life. In the immediate postwar years and throughout the 1950s when East 

Germany was in the process of reconstruction, Dorothee Wierling states that work served 

to “normalize and give dignity to one's private life and to a defeated and guilt-ridden 

society.”382 Public discourse mainly focused on industrial work, while industry itself 

acted as an “educational institute for molding the raw class instinct present in all workers, 

changing them into class-conscious revolutionary subjects.”383 Through industrial labor 

and experience with automated production, Marxist-Leninist ideology argued that 

workers would take the discipline that they acquired in their jobs and transfer this 
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discipline to how they behaved within a collective.384 When not at work, one’s workplace 

turned into a “center of socialization”, where the whole family could go to feel welcome 

and participate in leisure time activities. Often, workplaces provided daycare, 

kindergarten, and summer camps for workers’ children, housed clinics, grocery stores, 

and sports events, hot meals, and were “pivotal [centers] of social policy and public 

welfare” around which life revolved.385 These interactions allowed workers to solidify 

professional and personal ties with other workers while their children became familiar 

and comfortable with spending time in an environment so closely related to work and 

industry.  

While not everyone worked in factories, the definition of a worker statistically 

extended to include nearly everyone—from industrial workers to party functionaries and 

policemen—resulting in the image of the worker quickly becoming the foundation for 

East German national consciousness and identity.386 State rhetoric heroized and valorized 

the worker as espousing an innate goodness with a personality oriented towards 

productivity; workers were the “heart of the working class” and “the guarantor of future 

                                                
384 Ibid.  
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and economic and social progress.”387 This understanding of workers' identity created a 

conceptual link between labor and the nation; workers' commitment, efficiency, and 

productivity in the workplace made them responsible, and absolutely necessary, for the 

state’s social and technological advances as well as to build socialism.  

The state’s educational goals were focused on creating a society of workers who 

were educated in the spirit of a socialist work ethic that relied on collectivity. Workers 

were seen as educable and in need of an education; therefore, the state relied on the idea 

of education through work. From the perspective of their labor duties, workers were 

taught to understand that their individual effort was a part of a larger contribution to East 

Germany’s success, or in other words, every worker needed to be at their best in order for 

the nation as a whole to profit collectively.388 While state rhetoric and educational 

initiatives about work traversed all generations in the GDR, a large focus was placed on 

children especially; work was inherently a part of pedagogy pertaining to school, 

children’s playtime activities, and toy design. This was a result of two interconnected 

strands of East German social engineering. First, as other chapters have shown, children 

were the state's targeted demographic for establishing and creating a specific socialist 

personality through toys and their play activities. Secondly, the state capitalized on and 

utilized already-established pedagogical theories about the relationship between children 

and work in order to create a specific East German narrative that connected children's 

                                                
387 Wierling, 47-48. While national imagery typically depicted the worker as male, the East German 
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play directly to socialist ideas about work. At the very core of these pedagogical theories, 

stood the argument that play was a child's first form of work while their toys were their 

tools. Therefore, East German pedagogues argued that a child's play and the use of 

specific toys had the ability to dictate the type of worker that child would become in the 

future. Not only that, but from an early age and without disturbing or overwhelming the 

child in play, they could promote valuable properties of a future worker.389 A child whose 

play included “proper” socialist work toys and work themes would as an adult be a 

productive, contributing member of East German society. Those who did not, were 

destined to be “bad workers” and threatened the health and future of the state.  

Embedded in this narrative about the relationship between work and play, I also 

argue that East German pedagogy strived to redefine a toy’s purpose to fit the ideals of 

the state by producing toys that were meant to be used collectively and communally 

rather than individually. Historically, toys have been critiqued as objects that foster 

solitary preoccupation, unsociability, and isolation, for experiments have shown that 

when a child has a toy, they are more likely to focus on the toy and not play with others. 

Historian Brian Sutton-Smith argues that the solitary nature of toys was necessary for 

individuals to later progress in the modern world as professionals and workers.390 

However, in East Germany, the purpose of toys was inverted; rather than considering 

toys as instruments that habituated children to solitary, impersonal activities, toymakers 

and pedagogues attempted to create toys and play activities that, through design and 
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ideology, encouraged cooperation and community, the very aspects that were important 

to socialism’s success. Finally, this chapter also explores the contradiction between 

pedagogues’ idealized depictions of work and the reality of what work actually was like 

in East Germany. These unreal depictions of work created a conflict between what most 

parents experienced in the everyday and the message they were supposed to be telling 

their children about work.  

This chapter’s sources are largely from the 1960s and 1970s and consist of 

literature whose intended audience was educators and parents. In the beginning of the 

1960s, the East German state shifted its pedagogical focus to address the family’s role in 

society and raising children because pedagogues, psychologists, and social hygienists 

became more aware of the importance of the connection between a child’s family and 

their emotional and cognitive development.391 In the 1950s, public discourse about the 

relationship between the family and child increased in popular women’s magazines like 

Die Frau von Heute and pedagogical publications.392 Kindergarten pedagogy became 

increasingly “scientific” (wissenschaftlich) and resulted in an even greater focus on how 

to guide and dictate children’s activities (Beschäftigung).393 In addition to the shift in 

pedagogical focus, the 1960s and 1970s marked a period of growing resentment towards 

the state among its workers about East Germany’s economy and its sub-standard working 

conditions. As the state attempted to expand its social policy and improve the lives of its 

                                                
391 Donna Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic: Women, the Family, and Communism in the German 
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citizens, the relationship between work and play became more significant in pedagogical 

discourse, the state needed to ease discontent among its population and ensure that the 

youngest generation of future workers were even more committed to the socialist cause 

despite its shortcomings.   

The Reality of Work in East Germany 
Throughout East Germany’s history, the state struggled to provide for its 

population, from fulfilling their basic needs to live to ensuring work and safe working 

conditions. The economy was in a particularly difficult situation, which Patrick Major 

aptly describes as a “3-way economic catch-22.”394 In order for East Germany to acquire 

hard currency it had to export manufactured goods, but to produce these goods the state 

needed raw materials that they were forced to import, yet to import raw materials, the 

GDR had to have hard currency.395 Throughout the country, in the postwar period 

especially, there were production and material shortages in every sector of the economy, 

low productivity rates, a labor surplus, a starving population and malnourished workers, a 

culture of poor labor discipline rife with absenteeism, and the pervasive mindset within 

factories that was more about surviving than maximizing productivity.396 Compounding 

these issues was the fact that East Germany was in constant competition with West 

Germany yet still dependent on the Soviet Union for supplies and raw materials.397  

With productivity in the summer of 1947 at less than half of what it was in 1936, 

the SMAD issued Order 234, which implemented “soviet-style labor relations” in East 
                                                
394 Patrick Major, Behind the Berlin Wall: East Germany and the Frontiers of Power (Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 46. 
395 Ibid.  
396 Jeffrey Kopstein, 398. 
397 Madarasz, 2.  
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Germany and attempted to improve labor productivity.398 Order 234 reintroduced “piece 

work” rather than an hourly wage—which favored high output—and organized “socialist 

competitions” that offered financial and political incentives to individual workers who 

raised production quotas (known as “norms”) and was supposed to bind the worker to the 

factory.399 However, both of these efforts were largely unsuccessful, piece-work looked 

good on paper but the reality was that with sporadic productivity and inconsistent work 

rhythms, people were often left without pay. The socialist competitions, which Jeannette 

Madarasz describes as a “ritual of working-class affirmation of the party and its industrial 

policies” were also extremely unsuccessful in garnering support for socialist ideology, 

workers were not motivated to work harder and better because of ideological beliefs but 

rather their interest in the material rewards.400  

The nature of work in East Germany and the conditions in factories remained 

dismal. Factories were not well-lit, machines were old and often broke down, cleanliness 

and order were a problem, workers were exposed to toxic chemicals, work accidents 

abounded, and work was monotonous.401 Managers stood between higher levels of 

management and the workers, and were often in a difficult position, as they were unable 

to enact change yet had to deal with dissatisfaction from both sides, the workers and their 
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supervisors.402 In July 1952, the SED devised a collectivization campaign that invested in 

heavy industry, collectivized agriculture, and taxed remaining private companies.403 

Collectivization exacerbated the already meager supply of food, and a result, people fled 

to the West, and East Germany experienced food riots and unrest. By spring 1953, the 

cities were experiencing severe food shortages and the taxation of the private sector 

hindered suppliers from providing goods for the state sector meaning that products began 

to disappear from stores.404 These conditions culminated in the June 17 Workers’ 

Uprising in which approximately five hundred thousand blue-collar workers went on 

strike and four hundred thousand East Germans demonstrated in 272 cities and towns 

throughout the GDR.405 The strikes were leaderless, disorganized, and unplanned yet they 

were still powerful enough that the SED could not gain control and Soviet tanks had to 

come in to enforce SED rule.406 The Soviet intervention may have disbanded the uprising 

but industrial unrest remained sporadic throughout the 1950s while wages outpaced 

productivity.407 The factory conditions and poor compensation for workers resulted in 

their work ethic to completely change, with very little to buy in stores, it did not make 

sense for workers to work for money.408 Wages did not give way to worker discipline or 
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stimulate production and East Germany recorded the highest rate of absenteeism among 

industrial workers than any other country in the Eastern bloc by 1960.409  

In 1963, Walter Ulbricht attempted to restructure the economy through a large 

economic reform known as the New Economic System (Neues Ökonomisches System 

[NES]). These reforms entailed a price reform and an evaluation of factory performance 

based on profit rather than output.410 This also meant that the unprofitable factories were 

closed or their workforce reduced, forcing workers to have to find other jobs or be 

retrained for different work, which made the reforms especially unpopular among 

workers.411 Madarasz explains that “a lack of production capacities combined with a 

politically influenced allocation of scarce resources and a deeply flawed system of 

planning hindered any possibility that the economic reforms may have presented to 

improve fundamentally the situation in state-owned factories."412 By 1971 when Erich 

Honecker came to power and tried to raise the population’s living standards, citizens 

were largely disillusioned and were reluctant to put more of an effort than was necessary 

into their work because of the state’s failure in the past to follow through on promises.413 

Therefore, the 1970s and 1980s marked a period in which workers looked inward. Rather 

than relying on the state to come to their rescue and properly provide for them, workers 

recognized that changes were not going to happen from above, so they began to rely on 

their own ingenuity and resourcefulness to survive, finding makeshift solutions to meet 
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basic production requirements so they could at least earn a wage.414 According to Alf 

Lüdtke, workers adopted a “keep going despite everything” work style that “cultivated a 

sense of individual willfulness and ingenuity (Eigensinn) such that in moments of 

uncertainty, workers proved to be stubborn and arrogant or ‘rough and intractable.’”415 In 

order to cope with factory conditions and the realities of the economy, workers developed 

ways to overcome hardships, which ultimately reflected their ability to persevere. 

However, this did not eliminate their resentment towards party ideology and the state.416 

Socialism and Play 
Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Soviet pedagogues’ ideas helped shaped 

East German pedagogues’ understanding of the role that play and toys had in preparing a 

child for adult work. The Russian Revolution, Marxist-Leninist theory, and these 

pedagogues established the foundation for East German play and pedagogical structures. 

Marx himself was a proponent of Enlightenment thought that assumed that human nature 

was not fixed but could be molded through training and education. Marx wanted 

individuals to be educated in three areas: intellectually; physically (such as in gymnastic 

schools and military exercises); and in the industrial arts and applied sciences (often 

referred as a “polytechnic education”). The polytechnic education meant that they would 

acquire an understanding of work that would “[initiate] the child and the young person 

into the practical use and handling of the elementary instruments of all businesses” and 
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serve as a complement to the other areas of education.417 He also believed that productive 

labor had the greatest influence on an individual’s personality; because one's work 

environment dictated which skills and tasks they performed, workers were assigned tasks 

in which their individual talents and capabilities would be best utilized. By matching 

individuals to specific tasks, this would cultivate different qualities in one’s personality, 

and further develop their abilities.418  

By the early twentieth century, in conjunction with the rise in consumer goods for 

children, numerous pedagogues throughout Europe turned their focus to the role that toys 

and play had in a child’s life. Each of these scholars (for example, Friedrich Froebel, 

John Dewey, etc.) built off of one other’s theories and research, so while it is hard to 

pinpoint how exactly each individual formed their arguments, for the sake of this chapter, 

it is important to note that the idea that “play is the child's work” was not originally a 

Russian or Soviet concept. Maria Montessori (1870-1952), an Italian doctor who 

explored practical applications of play in a child's life, became the first to coin this phrase 

and argue that that in order for play to be constructive to an individual, it had to have an 

intrinsic goal. This understanding of the relationship between play and work coupled with 

Marx's ideas about childhood labor thus provided the foundation for early Russian 

pedagogical theory on play: that not only could children to take on adult roles through 

their play, but that play provided a necessary purpose in a child’s life and its goal was 

intrinsic to one’s character development.  
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Montessori’s Russian contemporaries and those who followed—Lev Vygotsky 

(1896-1934), Pavel Petrovich Blonskij (1884-1941), and Anton Makarenko (1888-

1939)—focused on how play related to one’s collective education and through this, could 

develop an individual’s personality. These pedagogues advocated a utilitarian style of 

education, one that centered on the role of work in an individual’s development and one’s 

social responsibility to the collective.  

According to Vygotsky, a child’s development was a result of their social 

environment and interactions with others—parents, teachers, playmates, siblings, etc—

and cultural artifacts such as toys and books. A child’s learning was contingent on socio-

cultural-historical contexts and the belief that it was possible to change what and how 

children learn through interactions in their social environment; by controlling the context 

in which children learn, it is possible to change and control how and what they learn. 

Children were active participants in these interactions, acquiring knowledge, skills, 

opinions, and attitudes while mirroring the world around them and consciously acquiring 

self-regulation and rules of behavior through play. Unlike his counterparts in child 

psychology like Jean Piaget and Maria Montessori, Vygotsky did not see play as a place 

of freedom, instead he considered play to be the arena where children acted out roles, 

learned to follow rules, and regulate themselves. Take for example a young boy, who is 

role-playing the job of a grocery store owner in play. If he were to veer out of the 

confines of his imaginary role, the other children would redirect him back to his duties, 

exercising explicit peer pressure. For Vygotsky, this was more than an issue of peer 

pressure, but an indication that the children were guided by the basic principles of play, 
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that play would not be as enjoyable for them if each member did not stick to their 

assigned role. By following the rules of make-believe and holding each other accountable 

for their actions children developed self-control. Furthermore, Vygotsky linked a child's 

ability to play creatively with other children to one's future academic success. This idea, 

that how a child behaves in play ultimately is a better indicator of future success than any 

other factor is especially fascinating when one begins to examine how play, work, and 

future success were also inherently linked in East German pedagogy. One of the 

fundamental ideas in East German theories on play, that how a child plays is indicative of 

how they will work as adults, seems to echo and give credence to Vygotsky’s arguments. 

Blonskij considered the work community to be the ideal instrument of self-

education. By defining labor as an individual's creative activity and believing that man is 

a laboring, manufacturing creature, Blonskij argued that “work [can be] an effective 

pedagogical method, when it is done creatively and cheerfully, without forceful intrusion 

into the personality of the child.”419 While his ideas served as a foundation for the 

German Einheitsschule (“standard work school”) established in 1918, it is important to 

note Blonskij was committed to maintaining an individual’s personality throughout one’s 

education, activities, and work. Later in the century, political circumstances would force 

pedagogues to focus less on individuality and more on the collective but at this point, 

they were still committed to encouraging the development of the individual personality.  
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Despite the fact that these pedagogues all lived concurrently and influenced each 

others’ works, Anton Makarenko, an ethnic Ukrainian and Soviet educator and writer, 

was the most cited pedagogue of the group in GDR pedagogical literature. With 

Makarenko pedagogy took on a new tone, emphasizing order, self-discipline, 

subordination, and linking labor with education. For Makarenko, qualities such as a sense 

of responsibility and a sense of duty, sobriety and ability for achievement, readiness to 

help and comradeship, a love of order and discipline were the values that were best 

developed in the labor collective.420 Advocating the idea that the collective could only be 

as strong as the individuals within it, Makarenko was committed to creating a 

fundamentally “Soviet” system of self-discipline and order.421 In the 1920s in the Soviet 

Union, Makarenko established orphanages for children and juvenile delinquents that 

acted as self-governed child collectives. These collectives attempted to socialize the 

participants through manual labor, military-style drills, and peer pressure on the 

individual by the collective.422 

Historian Benita Blessing contends that by 1953 East German state pedagogy 

shifted away from the authoritarian nature of Makarenko’s ideas because it was too close 

to the totalitarianism of Nazi pedagogy.423 This may have been the case officially but 

                                                
420 Ibid., 181. 
421 Catriona Kelly, Children’s World: Growing Up in Russia, 1890-1991 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008), 207. 
422 Ibid., 207. 
423 Benita Blessing, The Antifascist Classroom: Denazification in Soviet-Occupied Germany, 1945-1949 
(New York: Macmillan, 2006), 40. Blessing maintains that German educators in the Weimar republic 
admired soviet pedagogy but after WWII this was no longer the case because of its emphasis on discipline, 
which echoed the authoritarian Nazi pedagogy. Stalin's power brought in “pedagogy without children”--
from 1931-1953 Makarenko dominated soviet pedagogical practice. Blessing argues that Germans in the 
East and West “balked” at “the rigid nature of these developments in Marxist-Leninist pedagogical theory.”  



 

 172 

sources pertaining to the intersection of work, play, and toys in popular women's 

magazines, toy industry publications, and pedagogical journals tell a different story about 

Makarenko’s popularity and the use of his ideas in the GDR. These sources indicate that 

East German pedagogues welcomed—and employed—Makarenko’s ideas on the 

relationship between work and play in a child's life; publications repeatedly quoted 

Makarenko’s assertions that, “good play is the same as good work” and “good play is 

similar to good work, bad play, bad work.”424 Makarenko saw play as the site where an 

individual’s education began, children cultivated feelings of responsibility and 

accomplishment, and prepared children for their future responsibilities as adult 

workers.425 He argued,   

“How the child behaves in play so will [the child] as an adult in 
many respects behave at work. The education of the future 
creative [künftigen schaffenden] man lies especially in play, and 
the whole history of the development of the individual 
personality and [schaffender Mensch] accomplished person can 
be represented in play and in his gradual transition to work.”426  

 
In order to do this, Makarenko believed there should be close interaction, 

collaboration, and exchange between educational influences such as the school, family, 

clubs, public organizations, and surrounding communities. This melding of different 

social spheres and educational institutions would help streamline the process of 

implementing and reinforcing Makarenko’s ideals of self-discipline and order provided 

children with examples of their future tasks through the environment in which they were 

immersed. East German pedagogical doctrine drew upon Makarenko’s ideas, and his 
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central argument, that play was important to a child’s future development became a 

central tenet to understanding the inherent link between work, play, and toys in a child’s 

life in the GDR.  

The context of play and work from the perspective of these three pedagogues was 

quite different from the one in the GDR, East German pedagogues had to devise ways in 

which to connect work into children’s daily lives. Gone were the days of children 

working in factories or children in the countryside spending most of their days helping 

their parents take care of the household and other chores and were cheap labor. Working-

class families would often hire out their children in order to subsist and the entire family 

strained under the weight and responsibility of work.427 This meant that in the capitalist 

past, at home and in the factories, the realms of work and play folded into one another, 

boundaries between the two activities blurred, and children often would make toys and 

design play activities from tasks they were required to do and from things they found in 

their environment, such as using pine cones to represent cows in a barn.428 As time and 

industrialization progressed, populations moved from the farm to the city, the family as a 

unit transformed from a producing entity to a consuming one, and the possibility of the 

children participating in the production process declined. With this transformation, 

children in modern times and under socialism—who no longer were forced to work—

were “not afforded the same possibilities as earlier to derive intrinsically practical 

working experiences, to get to know the different problems concerned with actual 
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working operations and, in this instance, to experience the cooperation of human beings 

in the processes of work.”429 And although East German pedagogues still considered 

work to be “the centerpiece of the socialist education”, they had to create a strategy to 

make East German children aware of work and redefine what work would look like for 

them. Work, under their definition, would not be forced on children or be exploitative—

like the earlier capitalist work—but, as Ernst Illge explained, it would require a high 

sense of duty, concentration, and exertion and not suppress the development of one's 

personality.430 Through play and playthings a child could reconstitute and understand the 

importance of work in their daily lives.  

Adopting Makarenko and the other Soviet pedagogues’ theories, East German 

pedagogues argued that play was a “future and historically progressive tendency” that 

helped develop characteristics in a child’s physical, mental, and moral spheres that they 

would carry with them for their entire lives.431 In other words, play was a wholly 

formative activity; what younger generations were taught in childhood about the physical 

and mental efforts that were necessary in play, would affect how they would act and work 

as adults.432  
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connected work with play. This understanding of play’s importance to an individual’s future was pervasive 
and commonplace, it was widely accepted and went unchallenged across all types of literature. For the sake 
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This connection between a child's play and their future profession became a 

central tenet of the paternal education that both parents and children received from the 

state about the importance of children's play to the future of the state. For example, in the 

January issue of Die Frau von Heute from 1957, the magazine presented its readers with 

a poem that illustrated this connection between play and one's future work along with an 

image of a small child building a structure out of blocks. The poem's text read:  

When the boy builds “houses”,  
There is more to it than meets the eye.  
He declares first,  
today I build a door,  
through which my car can drive.  
He starts with pep! 
The stones should fit,  
He must surely attach them 
And with fate  
Overcome some problems [Tücke].  
Serious work, also in play,  
Will lead him to a higher goal.433 
 

Adjacent to the poem was an image of a 

child playing with blocks that visually 

reinforced the poem's message that a child’s play cultivated the necessary skills for adult 

work and during play, the child would “imitate the movements of working adults and 

how they interact with building materials, and learn to order themselves in a play 

                                                
433 “Wenn der Junge “Häuser” baut, ist das mehr, als man erschaut. Er stellt sich erst vor, heut' bau ich ein 
Tor, durch das mein Auto fahren kann. Denn geht er ran! Die Steine sollen passen, er muß sie sicher fassen 
und recht weise mit Geschicke überwinden manche Tücke. Ernste Arbeit, auch im Spiel, führt ihn einst zu 
höh'rem Ziel.” The poem was by GEME in “Aaaach-Ich spiele gerade so schön,” Die Frau von Heute 12, 
no. 3 (January 1957): 3. 

Figure	  3.1:	  The	  poem’s	  accompanying	  image	  
from	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute	  no.	  3	  (January	  1957):	  4.	  
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community (Spielgemeinschaft).”434 In this poem, play was conflated with the concept of 

“serious work” that would inevitably lead the child to a “higher goal,” i.e. his role as a 

worker for the socialist state. This argument, that play would prepare children to 

contribute to society as productive adults, created a very fluid relationship between play 

and work in the GDR, where play behaviors would eventually become work behaviors as 

the child matured.435 By children learning to play purposefully, in the future as adults 

they would then work purposefully because “what today is play, can be a profession 

tomorrow.”436 Essentially, play’s benefits would later manifest themselves in the future, 

when East German children grew into adults; by learning to play and work purposefully, 

children would acquire a deeper understanding of play, and begin to “look ahead” to their 

future work in a profession.  

Children and their play were also conflated with workers and their work in order 

to demonstrate that the same physical and mental efforts that were necessary for work, 

were necessary for—and formed during—play. Articles about play and toy advertisement 

language often referred to children as the “young” or “small” engineers, builders, 

engineer, teacher, mechanic, and so on (Figure 3.2). This rhetoric in popular literature 

and advertisements reinforced the pedagogical message that adults needed to support, 

respect—and most importantly—take a child's play seriously so that “the child will take 
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436 Adolf Kossakowski and Gerhild Kossakowski, “Du darfst mir helfen,” Für Dich, no. 20 (1965): 26–27; 
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itself seriously and in play would fully develop the features that will be later [in life] 

indispensible to work.”437  

 

Figure	  3.2:	  “On	  a	  stroll	  through	  the	  Christmas	  goods	  stands	  we	  saw	  many	  interesting	  toys	  for	  young	  
builders	  and	  technicians.”	  Der	  Junge	  Pioniere	  10	  no.	  49	  (December	  6,	  1957).	  
 

In January of 1957, Die Frau von Heute published the article “Aaaach-Ich Spiele 

Gerade so Schön,” that demonstrated the importance of parents taking seriously a child’s 

play through the story about Martin “the little architect” and his mother. In one of the 

article’s examples, Martin is playing with building blocks and in “an unfortunate 

accident” drops the house and it crashes loudly to the floor, scattering pieces everywhere. 

The author explains that instead of Martin’s mother responding with comfort or 

encouragement, she instead scolds him, yelling “heavens, the carpet! And you are making 

so much noise.” In another example, the author notes that often, when Martin was 

“deeply engrossed” in play, his mother would “[tear] him away from his work” by asking 
                                                
437 Kossakowski, 3. 
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him to help her around the house.438 In response, Martin would simply not acknowledge 

her requests, not out of defiance, the author claimed, but because he was so involved in 

his play, “exactly…like his father when he tinker[s] with the radio.”439 By making this 

connection between Martin’s activities and his father’s, the article illuminates the 

similarities between children’s play and adult tasks and foreshadows Martin’s eventual 

adult responsibilities that will grow from his play activities.  

However, as a consequence of what she saw as disobedience, Martin's mother 

would tell him that he was lazy, unhelpful, and stubborn. She would also frequently 

mutter, “Always with your stupid games.”440 The article’s author explains that Martin’s 

mother’s behavior and negative attitude towards Martin’s play would later affect him as a 

worker and ruin his childhood:   

“If we do not support the enthusiasm for good play—we should 
not be surprised if the apprentice is doing only his duty, without 
inner concern, without joy. The work of children is play. We 
should not forget it. We are not allowed to overwhelm children, 
we cannot make them tense with our high expectations, and we 
are also not allowed to weaken their self-confidence, or make 
their play—their work—seem ridiculous and treat it as trivial. 
Soon enough, the door to childhood will close behind Martin. 
Without play, it is not a good childhood—without parents' loving 
understanding it is a tough childhood.”441 

 
This article served to show parents that those who did not support or take their child’s 

play did not recognize how important play was and ultimately were doing a disservice to 

their children’s—and the state’s—future.  
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Pedagogues argued that play was not only a reconstruction of adult work activities 

but also an integral aspect of the development of a healthy future worker. Quite literally, 

good play was good work while bad play was equal to working poorly. Pedagogue Ernst 

Illge noted that it was possible and important to “deliberately promote certain traits in 

play that were of great importance to a child's learning and working attitude.”442 A child's 

behavior was not innate but instilled.443 Good play consisted of activities and toys that 

promoted the personality traits such as devotion, concentration, and productivity and 

encouraged children to invent, build, and complete tasks so they would learn that good 

play and work did not consist of “jump[ing] from one task to another.”444 Parents needed 

to tell their children “you must finish [the play task] because later in life, the [work that 

you started] must always be brought to an end.”445  

Bad play was passive—play without effort or activity—and occurred when 

“children [were] distracted, nervous, short-tempered and unrestrained with their toys or 

[ran] around aimlessly.”446 Dr. Wolfgang Thiemann, a psychologist from the Medical 

Academy’s Children’s Clinic Magdeburg, argued that there were “parallels between 

children who experienced play disruptions [Störungen] and those who [had] a disturbed 

work ethic and a lower work performance.”447 A child who “played poorly”—i.e. could 

not “fully surrender” [voll hingeben konnte] to a play activity—would carry their bad 
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play habits with them into adulthood, and as adults would chase after pleasure, forget 

about work, lie for no reason, and would not “be able to concentrate intensely or pursue a 

vocational activity.”448 The child would also “grow to become a passive person who is 

accustomed to watching others work, who possess[ed] no initiative and be unable to 

create something new [or] overcome difficulties.”449  

Naturally, the toys with which children played also contributed to the quality of 

their play. They needed to be able to recognize in a toy and their play that it had a 

“specific need and value to their future.”450 In order to educate “the future working man”, 

a child's play needed to be guided so that “play remain[ed] play but at the same time 

form[ed] the qualities of the future working man and citizen.”451 Therefore, teaching a 

child how to play correctly and instilling essential work qualities happened in both in 

school and at home with the onus of responsibility falling on the shoulders of both 

teachers and parents. The formal educational system in the GDR, in accordance with 

Marxism’s emphasis on production, was focused on cultivating an individual’s 

intellectual and practical abilities so that from a very early age one’s career aspirations 

could be brought into line with the needs of society. In schools, children were provided a 

“polytechnical education” that established the foundation for one’s labor education and 

cultivated their Arbeitsliebe (love for work). The polytechnic education prepared students 

for their future occupations so that as adults they would “meet the growing requirements 
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of the production process” and participate professionally and responsibly in the highly 

industrialized society.452 Considered to be the “harmonious unity of learning, work, and 

play,” one’s polytechnic education curriculum consisted of classroom lessons, students’ 

interactions with workers, and organized play activities that would teach children about 

collectivity, productivity, order, and the socialist work ethic. 

 Beginning in kindergarten, children of three-to six-years of age learned how to 

perform elementary tasks such as setting the table and making their bed, and had lessons 

on different materials—such as paper, cardboard, foil, leather, wood and metal—to see 

how they functioned. From the first- through fourth grades children learned about 

woodworking, metal-working, gardening and needlework.453 Over half of elementary 

school primers contained themes teaching children about the collectivist attitude towards 

labor, and respect for manual labor, the military, and marriage and family life.454 

Children also had classes on technical drawing (Technisches Zeichnen, TZ), theoretical 

instructional lessons (Einführung in die sozialistische Produktion, ESP), and a course on 

the practical work in production that was intended to  

“strengthen the bond between academic learning and the world of 
work, to familiarize pupils with the economic basics of socialist 
production and to promote work-related virtues of a socialist 
personality, i.e. ‘a socialist attitude towards labor through close 
contacts between pupils and the teams of working people and 
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through independent, responsible execution of production 
tasks’.”455 

 
Through this vocational guidance in schools, pedagogues hoped that children would 

make connections between theory and practice, learning and work, and school and life. 

Educators' first and most important task in providing children with a polytechnic 

education was to mediate children’s knowledge about the work of adults.456 Therefore, 

teachers would often have their students interact with workers so that the children could 

“make acquaintances with the working people” and instill a sense of respect for them and 

for work.457 One teacher explained that she would take her students on “observation 

trips” (Beobachtungsgängen) where they would observe “working people” such as traffic 

police, workers at construction sites, and employees at the train station, the zoo, and the 

post office. The teacher claimed that on these trips she would point out to her students 

how the workers interacted with one another, how they participated in mutually helping 

each other, and their friendly and polite behavior.458 These examples of worker 

collaboration and collectivity reinforced the education the children received in school 

about the importance of the collective.  

In the Marxist-Leninist world-view, collective relationships, ones in which the 

good of the group was supposed to take precedence over an individual’s needs, were an 

important contributor to the socialist way of life in that “man's total creativity, his desire 
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and ability to participate in the formation of the socialist society, [could] only be fully 

developed in the collective.”459 From the time one was born until they died, citizens in 

the GDR were a part of a collective, whether it was the family, class, or work 

collective.460 These collectives helped young socialists develop into politically aware 

individuals who were responsible for themselves, their collective, and working in 

society.461 Fostering a sense of collectivity and commitment to the collective was so 

important that in school children received grades that measured their overall attitude 

towards collectivity called Kopfnoten. Kopfnoten did not evaluate specific subjects but 

were grades awarded for students’ “moral performance” in all subjects such as in 

discipline [Betragen], tidiness [Ordnung], diligence [Fleiß] and participation 

[Mitarbeit].462 Students who excelled academically could still fail to move on to the next 

class if they “lacked the required moral disposition.”463 In order to cultivate the necessary 

characteristics that all forms of collectives demanded, children were “actively trained to 

develop [their] desire and ability to do something useful for the community” by 

observing collective relationships among workers, class visits to factories, and playing 

together.464   

Class visits to local factories and partnerships with Patenbrigaden—a team of 

workers from local factories, cooperatives, or army bases—were supposed to positively 
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influence the students’ future career choices and provided an opportunity for the students 

to learn about collective relationships.465 The organized interactions that the children had 

with workers “bound [them] to the working class,” and gave them the opportunity to ask 

questions about their jobs and have work processes explained to them.466 By the age of 

twelve, these visits became more hands-on for students, who through the program, 

“Instruction Day in Production” (Unterrichtstag in der Produktion, UTP) would visit 

factories or production cooperatives every other week and work for two to three hours so 

that they could cultivate basic working skills and learn about technical and economic 

processes. Children were paired with “the best workers” so that they would develop a 

relationship of trust with the workers, acquire a deep affection for the working class, and 

observe the social relationships among the workers and the importance of trade unions.467  

The children’s visits to factories and interactions with the workers also provided 

them with work experiences and knowledge that they could integrate into their play. As I 

have shown in other chapters, East German pedagogues believed that a child’s 

environment—and the objects in that environment—played a significant role in their 

personality development, their aesthetic education, and in this context, their labor 

education. These pedagogues argued that by creating an environment for children in 

which they had contact with workers, children comprehended the relationships between 
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people and their connection to work, learned how to understand and integrate the work 

they saw in their environment into their play, and mimicked the actions of working adults 

in their daily lives so that the children would be able to represent (the working people) 

better in play.468 In the 1959 article, “Gedanken zur Widerspiegelung der Arbeit 

Erwachsener im Spiel der Kinder,” (“Thoughts on the Reflection of Adults’ Work In 

Children’s Play”) Dr. Renate Pfütze explained that as long as children witnessed the new 

socialist work ethic and “kamaradschaftlichen [comradely] relationships” at home, in 

kindergarten, and in their immediate surroundings, they would then “play the way they 

experience[d] it.”469 Pfütze describes a play situation: 

Consider the child’s play with dolls. What do they do? They 
dress and undress the dolls, go grocery shopping for them, wash 
their clothes with perseverance and cook meals for them. What 
are they playing? What the mother does at home, they represent 
the working mother. Others have gathered around the crane, they 
load the stones on a car [sie laden die Steine auf ein Auto] drive 
to the site, and layer [the stones] to build a house. What are the 
children? Construction workers. Or they make a big field in 
which they stick potatoes [in the ground]. Who do they take 
after? The farmers of the Agricultural Production Cooperative 
[LPG, Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaft]. –They 
represent our working people, because every day they encounter 
them, are associated with them and thus want to be like them.”470  

 
Various teachers’ accounts often corroborated this claim that visits to factories helped 

their students incorporate work behaviors into their play. One teacher explained that after 

taking her class to visit a construction site, the children built their own version of the 

cranes they saw by hanging a jump rope over a tree branch and attaching a bucket to the 
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ends of the rope.471 In another instance, a teacher recalled a time when she took her class 

to visit a Patenbrigade (a team of workers from local factories). She wrote:  

“a warm contact was made with the women and men of our 
Patenbrigade Großhandelsgesellschaft Lebensmittel [grocery 
wholesale community], they showed us the work machines. They 
explained to the child the simple connections between their work 
and why the work of all people is very important. We deepened 
their knowledge [of the workers’] activities. It soon became 
apparent that the children developed new play interests.472  

 
Another teacher observed that after a visit with workers, her students played “workshop” 

and through this play it seemed “easy for the child[ren] to perform work” as they copied 

the relationships between the employees that they had observed.473 These factory visits 

and interactions with workers seemed to raise children’s play “to a higher level” and led 

children to a “deeper infiltration” (tiefere Eindringen) of their environment.474 

Furthermore, the factory visits enabled students to observe the “great advantages of 

collaborative work” and how workers were “dependent on each other’s labor.”475 

Teachers would then reinforce these lessons on collaboration and working together by 

encouraging their students to participate in communal play.476 

In pedagogical literature in the GDR, communal play was highlighted as the 

“most important factor of the communist education.”477 Communal play helped a child 
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develop their Gemeinschaftsfähigkeit, (the capacity for socialization), which was not an 

innate ability but an instilled property that developed when they played together, learned 

to make connections and rely on each other, and were active participants within a 

group.478 Through communal play, children formed the “basis of collective thought” and 

cultivated a feeling of community (Gemeinschaftsgefühl)—a trait that espoused virtues of 

helpfulness, consideration, a sense of duty, discipline and modesty.479 By playing 

together, children would develop positive social behaviors such as tolerance, 

communication and cooperation, reliability, helpfulness, thoughtfulness, and to put 

others’ wishes above their own.480 “Communal play is not only more fun for the child, it 

thereby also develops features that are very useful to him later as a worker,” observed one 

pedagogue, “Here the child acquires, for example, the ability to adapt or to enforce, to 

lead others, to make themselves understood, to be polite, considerate, and persistent.”481 

By encouraging communal play, teachers reported that students set high 

expectations for each other, worried about the quality of the product, and criticized their 

own work and that of their comrades, in order to help each other feel satisfied with the 

“work” that they accomplished in their play.482 For example, one teacher explained that 

after her students completed playing a construction game, one child turned to the boy 

who was playing “construction manager” and informed him that he was “not a good 
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construction manager today, everything was messed up.” The teacher observed that the 

children learned how to be a good construction worker from the workers that they 

observed and through their observations coupled with playing together, they had “already 

become aware that good play can come about only if everyone carried out the agreed 

upon plan and acted accordingly.”483 

Communal play remained an important aspect of preparing a child for work in 

pedagogical literature throughout the entire history of the GDR, but in the 1970s, there 

was a shift in focus from communal play to also emphasizing a child’s ability to be self-

sufficient that appears to be a result of social and political changes. In the 1960s, the 

popular state propaganda slogan “From Me to Us” (“Vom ich zum wir”), relied on the 

idea that people would subordinate themselves to the needs of the state. In the arts and 

academics, individuals were “forced to develop their individuality” while in factories, in 

contrast, workers who worked entire shift day in and day out among a team, were 

pressured to comply with group behavior, and had “less space for developing one's own 

personality and interests as an individual person.”484 Jeannette Madarasz argues that this 

slogan “offered the population the feeling of being a part of the socialist project in return 

for its endorsement. Supporting this general trend towards collective responsibility, the 

efforts to improve working and living conditions had an effect not only on people's places 

of work but also on their families, how spare time was spent, and on political and cultural 
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activities.”485 Yet Ulbricht offered a contradictory message, he stressed the importance of 

collective life but at the same time established certain aspects in society in which 

individualization would prosper. By the 1970s, under Honecker, there was a greater focus 

on and concern for the population’s working and living conditions that may have been a 

result of domestic developments, increase in individual responsibility in the workplace, 

and possibly the backlash to the image of an ideal collective life.486 As the regime began 

to take into account individuals’ experiences, living and working condition, and their 

wishes and demands, there was a “paradigm shift whereby individualization processes 

moved to the foreground in response to economic and political stagnation that was 

irreconcilable with official propaganda.”487 Pedagogues responded to this shift in policy 

by slightly altering their discourse about communal play to also stress the importance of 

self-sufficiency; they argued that a child first needed to be self-sufficient, then children 

would be successful in communal play. In 1976, pedagogue Dr. Gerda Wildauer claimed 

that although collective play was extremely important, children also needed to learn how 

to play by themselves. Playing alone helped the individual become self-sufficient which 

would then contribute to the success of communal play and future work. Wildauer stated: 

“The ability of a child to individually accomplish a given task is an important prerequisite 

for collaborative work. At first the boys and girls must learn to overcome difficulties 

independently by accomplishing individually assigned tasks without constantly having to 
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ask for help, or orienting themselves in relation to their neighbors. Only then can they 

fully contribute to a collective.”488  

To reinforce the lessons that the children acquired from visiting with workers, 

teachers often directed and participated in their students’ playtime activities. In the 1963 

article “Die Kinder das Spielen lehren,” (“Teaching Children Play”) one teacher admitted 

that before playtime she told her students, “You must better discuss and consider your 

play, like the workers do before they start to work. Then the course of play will function 

even better.”489 In another instance, in a Spielzeug von Heute article, Wildauer reported 

on a play activity she organized in a kindergarten where the students (aged 3 to 6) worked 

together using the building block kit “Der kleine Konstrukteur” (“The Small Planner”) 

Choosing a building leader for each group, She instructed the children to build various 

town buildings in order to “bring into practice how to plan practical actions and to 

exercise collective behavior … acquaint our children with socialist interpersonal 

relationships [sozialistischen zwischenmenschlichen beziehungen] and motivate their 

social behavior.”490 When Wildauer asked the children how they planned to complete the 

activity, much to Wildauer’s satisfaction one child responded: “We want to build like 

good workers build. We put in effort, because we will soon be school children. We 

consider [what we are doing] together, so that we can do things faster and easier.”491 At 

the end of the activity, Wildauer asked the “building leaders” how satisfied they were 
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with each of their playmates in the building process. With an “astonishing competency to 

judge [Urteilsfähigkeit]” one leader, Steffen, explained:  

“First I decided who would bring building blocks. I said. ‘Sylvia gets the blocks.’ With 

Frank and Michael I was very satisfied but Peter always yelled: ‘block, block!’ … I can 

not say that I was unsatisfied with the children.”492 In turn, Wildauer asked the group if 

they were satisfied with Steffen, and they answered with a resounding “yes.”493 By 

having the children evaluate the play of each other, Wildauer argued that this activity 

demonstrated to each child that an important prerequisite for collaborative work was “the 

ability for each child to individually accomplish their given task.”494 

Other teachers actually participated in and redirect children’s play in order to 

provide them with new play ideas, and to ensure that they properly engaged with certain 

toys and fulfilled particular play—and work—roles correctly.495 The teacher U. Krüger 

explained:  

“The children were not in a position to implement their play plan 
and to finish it, although they tried. So I helped them at first, … 
[so] that they reached their expected target. I played with them to 
demonstrate specific hand signals and show them how play can 
be organized. I took this role from time to time … [and the 
children] did not find it so annoying/distracting when I myself 
was the construction worker or the traffic cop because they 
received new ideas and had satisfied play. For example, during 
the traffic play, I observed that the traffic police did not make 
sure that the cars always traveled to the right in order to avoid 
hold-ups at the crossings. I went to the traffic police, and 
demonstrated to the children how to do it right and how to 
politely and friendly [höflich und freundlich] correct the traffic 
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offenders. The next policeman, who replaced me, already 
fulfilled his role better and more accurately.”496 

 
This Mitspiel, as teachers’ engagement with children’s play was called, is 

indicative of how children and teachers worked together to have better play experiences 

but also shows how children’s play was controlled. By a teacher intervening and 

participating in play, children could not always simply play as they wanted, completely 

free of interference because teachers had a duty to step in and realign children’s play 

activities to fit with the goals of the state. This adult mediation of children’s playtime 

activities demonstrates that play in East Germany was not just a site of creativity, 

imagination, and free of state ideology, especially in schools. Additionally, the very act 

of a teacher stepping in and taking on a specific role within children’s play meant that 

they were not only changing the shape of the play activity to fit pedagogical and 

ideological goals but also that the teachers themselves became an active participant in 

play and in turn, blurred the lines between child and adult, work and play. The teachers’ 

participation in play placed both the children and adults on the same level; by the 

teachers assuming the play role of a worker and playing alongside the children, they took 

what they observed in their surroundings and used toys to create “good” play as well. In 

this example, the teacher concluded that “the children in my group did not switch to 

better play just from their many experiences, knowledge, and observations, but also from 

the fact that I much more intensely devoted myself to play, which created more 
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determined and better playing conditions.”497 By the teacher modeling how play should 

be performed and frequently interrupting children’s activities to step in and demonstrate 

“proper” play, they in turn passed on the message that “correct” play had a specific 

appearance, and stripped the children of the ability to play as they wanted.  

While teachers had the responsibility of educating children within schools, they 

also had a role in educating parents about what was taught in school about work and how 

they could reinforce these lessons at home. The home and family environment were 

extremely important to the character development of children, it was within these spheres 

that children received their first lessons on cooperation, working together, helpfulness, a 

sense of duty, discipline, and modesty. Children “thrived best” when parents and teachers 

cooperated, and parents were reassured—or depending on one’s perspective, reminded—

that they were “not alone” in the task of cultivating a child’s skills and were responsible 

to help “bring [children] to the correct career path.”498 This was done through the 

Elternaktiv, a group of six socially active parents who were elected as representatives by 

other parents to function as a liaison between the school and the home and 

Elternseminare, which were meetings for parents that were led and organized by 

teachers.499 The Elternseminare were established in 1949 to equip parents to help their 

children be “physically and temperamentally healthy people” (“körperlich und 

charakterlich gesunde Menschen”), support schools, served as a way for teachers’ to 

monitor children’s home environments and ensure that parents were receiving the same 
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ideological education as their children and following through with enforcing said 

education.500 Although both parents were to attend these meetings, more often than not, 

the responsibility to mediate between the school and home, fell on mothers’ shoulders, 

they were the parents who most often supervised homework, attended school meetings, 

and communicated with teachers.501  

  Among the topics addressed at the Elternseminar was how to educate the child 

in the home to have a communist attitude toward work, and the goals and pedagogical 

principles of the communist education. The Elternseminare worked in conjunction with 

state-controlled print culture and media to teach parents about which work qualities they 

needed to cultivate in their children at home. The 1970 Für Dich article, “Lenken, aber 

wie?” (“Guiding, But How?”) argued that parents at home needed to “develop the 

CHARACTER FEATURES [Charaktereigenschaften], that help the child later to be 

successful and happy in the profession. The first site of the CHARACTER FEATURES 

is joy in work and eagerness to learn.”502 A child who learned in the family to work 

independently, be goal-oriented, organized, economical with materials and very sensible 

with time and who also “cheerfully fulfilled his job duties and [did] not shirk necessary 

activities,” would “most likely later get along well with the requirements of a 
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profession.”503 The article continued, “when such properties are connected with fun in 

learning, dear reader, you can look forward to the professional life of your child with 

optimism.”504  

Other ways in which parents were advised to support a child’s work education 

was through assigning tasks to children within the home, and structuring children’s free 

time. In his 1965 book, Vom Spiel zur Arbeit—intended as a self-help guide for parents 

raising their children—pedagogue Ernst Illge argued that in order to create an ideal 

worker, children needed assigned tasks within the home that would awaken in the child 

“a joyful willingness to work.”505 One example Illge provided was of a child who had to 

clean up his toys every day so that this regular task would be considered a “purposeful 

activity and could be described almost as a job.”506 Work tasks within the home also 

helped cultivate the child’s “work” skills, which could then be translated into work 

activities later in life. Without this education, Illge noted that “what little Hans does not 

learn, Hans will never learn again!”507 He further expounded:   

“A child who learned in the family, to work independently and 
purposefully, to organize the corresponding work processes to be 
useful, economical with material and sensible with time, a child, 
who fulfills his work obligations good-humoredly, and not afraid 
of not necessary activities, will most likely later cope well with 
the requirements of their job/beruf. When such tasks are linked 
with learning and having fun, one can, my readers, look forward 
to the professional life of his child with optimism.”508 
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By adopting the rhetoric that both play and household tasks were work or connected to 

work, this helped sow the seeds of the idea that work was not only important, but a part 

of everyone’s life—both young and old—in the GDR. Furthermore, when children 

contributed to the household chores, they could see firsthand how their tasks were 

important to the family’s overall survival, success, and happiness. With the family acting 

like a unit—often referred to as “the family collective”—the child would be able to 

recognize the lessons he/she learned in school about work collectives in his/her home 

environment. This also meant that parents needed to encourage children with siblings to 

deal with each other in “a comradely manner” so that they could gain a sense of 

Gemeinschaftssinn (community spirit). Parents were warned that the children who were 

unable to interact properly with their peers and siblings, would “have it hard today, but 

tomorrow they will have it harder.”509 

Illge also argued that parents had to structure their children’s free time 

(Freizeitgestaltung) so that as adults they would “become used to a feste Arbeitsordnung 

(fixed work organization)” more easily.510 To illustrate how important structured “free 

time” was for a child within the home, Illge turned to an assigned school essay written by 

students in the 5th and 6th grade. From the essays, Illge observed that while some children 

did know how to use their free time, over half of them did not, and these children would 

spend their afternoons walking around the city, looking in shop windows, playing with 

friends and only returning home late at night. For Illge, this lack of structure pointed to a 

                                                
509 Allendorf, 25. 
510 Illge, 35.  
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disconnect between what children learned at school and what they learned at home that 

affected a child’s attitude towards work. He argued:  

 
“Is it then surprising that children have difficulties following the 
planned, purposeful functions of the school? Is there not a 
contradiction between the behaviors that school and professional 
life supports and what children learn at home in the afternoons 
[after school]? This ‘playing’ affects the work attitude 
[Arbeitshaltung].”511 

 
 One of these essays, written by a sixth grader named Frank, who Illge described 

as “capable but incomparably ‘lazy’” (“leistungsfähig aber unvergleichlich ‘faul’”), 

already demonstrated how a child’s uninhibited free time activities could lead to a poor 

attitude towards work that would surely “complicate [Frank’s] further development.”512 

In his essay, Frank explains that after school he typically does his homework and random 

simple tasks for his mother and then spends the rest of his time with his friend. Frank 

writes:  

“We [Frank and his friend] talk about what we should do, 
whether we should annoy the porter again today, as we throw the 
football continuously over the fence into his garden, until he 
comes out of the house in a scary rage. This is fun for us. … 
Sometimes, … I sit down on a blanket and take my bike 
completely apart. Then I look at the items carefully. Then I put it 
back together properly. I do so because I want to be an auto 
repairman. I design my free time like this because what I’m doing 
can be of use to me in my career.”513  

 
Frank did have “some notions about his future,” but Illge still finds it to be problematic 

that Frank derives fun from angering the old porter, which he sees as indicative of 

                                                
511 Ibid., 20.  
512 Ibid., 33.  
513 Ibid.  
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Frank’s lack of respect for work: “While the old porter conscientiously fulfilled his duty 

the twelve year old does everything to hamper his work; [Frank] has no respect for the 

working person… He lacks an understanding of the performance (Leistungen) of other 

people and the connection to a task.” Illge traces this lack of respect to the fact that his 

parents do not control or guide Frank in his free time; “Who controls the boy? Leads 

him? This is one of the first tasks of parents. … Because he does not have regular 

required tasks he finds small tasks to be a burden (Belastung).”514 

In addition to Illge’s arguments about free time, Frank’s essay also provides a rare 

glimpse into how central the issue of work was in a child’s life in the GDR. Although 

Frank’s essay indicates to Illge that his relationship to work is weak, a different reading 

of this essay shows that Frank actually thinks more about his future profession and the 

importance of work in his daily life than Illge realizes. The fact that Frank takes apart his 

bike and puts it back together and then makes the connection—on seemingly his own 

volition—in his essay that he does this because he wants to become a mechanic one day 

seems to give credence to the effectiveness of pedagogical initiatives that linked play to 

work. Frank has somehow internalized that his actions today will affect his future work 

tomorrow, therefore as he takes apart his bike he already has in his mind that this activity 

will someday contribute to his training as an auto repairman. Alternately, without 

knowing the essay assignment’s parameters (i.e. whether or not the teacher suggested that 

the children mention how their activities connect to their future profession) Frank may 

have included this fact simply to do well on an assignment by repeating back educational 
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rhetoric on work that he had been inundated with in his short twelve years of life. In 

either instance, regardless of Frank’s motivation or mindset his essay still can be seen as 

an example of a child navigating an educational system in which work took center stage. 

The purpose of the Elternseminare and corresponding child-rearing literature was not 

meant only to provide parents with advice and structure on how to raise their children in 

the new state. Through these educational paternalistic state initiatives parents themselves 

were supposed to acquire lessons about the importance of work in their own lives which 

often ran counter to the reality that they were experiencing in the workplace. The purpose 

of party ideology may have been to transform children and parents into pupils of the 

state—each group receiving an education whereby as parents learned how to raise 

children in the GDR and children learned from their parents the same lessons—but 

official propaganda could not erase the disillusionment and cynicism that the population 

had for state. The messages that parents received about what qualities a child needed to 

develop into a good worker and how to cultivate these qualities required that parents not 

only to alter the way they raised their children but also how they saw themselves as 

workers. In order to raise a good worker, a parent needed to be a good worker but it 

seemed that in order to be a good worker in the GDR, the economic system needed to be 

drastically reformed.  

Parents were called upon to raise their children to love work and the working people 

of the GDR by demonstrating within the home how one acted as a “model worker.” They 

were instructed to approach their daily duties and jobs with joy and have a positive 

attitude toward work so that their children could learn by example and reinforce the 
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lessons their children were taught in school. Yet, how could they be expected to do this 

when the reality was so different? One magazine article provided parents with an ideal 

example of how another father demonstrated his rose-colored perspective on his 

relationship and respect of work:   

“We are struggling today with extensive construction of 
socialism to the development of a high labor productivity. We are 
always contemplating about how we can improve the working-
operations [Arbeitsablauf] and make our farms more profitable. 
And this should be carried on by our children. Therefore I strive 
to convey a positive attitude to my boys towards socialist 
property [Eigentum]. [My sons] should learn to respect the work 
of others besides him, no matter what the work is. This also 
means that he should get the respect of other people who will 
help him if necessary.”515 

 
In the 1965 Für Dich article, “Du Darfst Mir Helfen,” (“You Are Allowed to Help 

Me”) the authors Adolf and Gerhild Kossakowski explained that it is jarring for a child to 

hear their parents complain about work at home when in school the child learns that work 

is important and completing tasks brings joy to the individual as well as his community. 

Upon hearing a parent speak negatively about their work, the child experiences a 

contradiction between what they learn in school and what they hear at home and are then 

unsure of what to believe.516 “In most cases,” the authors warned, “children adopt the 

opinions of their parents, to them, their words usually have more validity than others’ 

[opinions]. So despite the teacher’s educational efforts, the child will thus regard work as 

a burden and punishment … will gain a negative attitude towards [work] … and be 

                                                
515 Hannah-Ruth Lohde, Charaktererziehung, Elternhaus und Schule (Berlin: Volk und Wissen Verlag, 
1967), 4. 
516 Kossakowski, 26. 
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resistant to or bemoan his own tasks.”517 As a solution, parents were advised to not only 

talk about their concerns and anger about work, but also about their good performance 

and successes, so that the child could develop a positive attitude about the work of 

adults.518 In terms of household chores, the authors acknowledged that was not always 

easy to muster excitement for obligatory tasks. In such cases the adult needed to make 

clear to the children—and to remind themselves—that there are obligations that one must 

fulfill “even if no great desire for it is present.” Upon completion of these lamented tasks, 

the Kossakowskis advised adults to tell their children that “a sense of satisfaction comes 

when a duty is fulfilled” and for example, “how good we feel in a tidy, clean apartment” 

so much so that “the exertion of it all was worth it.”519 While the purpose of speaking 

positively about work within the home was presented as an educational measure to align 

what was taught at home with what was taught in school, one must also note that 

instructing East German citizens on how to speak about work can also be seen as a form 

of censorship within the home and a tactic to eliminate openly voiced dissent towards the 

state.520 When one takes into consideration the realities of the workplace and the 

economic hardships that the population faced, it is hard not to see this article as an 

attempt to shape the way citizens interacted and communicated within their families 

about work.   

                                                
517 Ibid., 26. 
518 Ibid. 
519 Ibid., 26. 
520 In the 1950s, politically charged industrial unrest because of low productivity, wages, and the lack of 
consumer goods led to reforms in the 1960s to improve conditions for the working class. By 1960, East 
Germany had a high rate of absenteeism due to workers shirking work. Jeffrey Kopstein, “Workers’ 
Resistance and the Demise of East Germany,” Libcom.org, accessed December 1, 2014, 
http://libcom.org/history/workers-resistance-demise-east-germany-jeffrey-kopstein, 92. 
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Toys and Work 
Another aspect of play that contributed to a child’s labor education was the actual 

toys that they played with. East German pedagogical literature discussed toys in two 

different ways, on a conceptual level—toys as tools—and a literal level—work toys. 

Conceptually, while pedagogues argued that play was a child’s first form of work, then 

the natural leap was that toys were children’s first tools. This idea did not come to 

fruition in the GDR, but was rooted in a larger trajectory of pedagogical theory; for 

example, Makarenko was a huge proponent of perpetuating this argument and East 

German pedagogues easily adapted it so that it would fit into the state’s goals. 

Viewing children’s toys as their tools coincided perfectly with the socialist 

understanding of how objects, such as tools, helped workers carry out and commit more 

fully to their work tasks. Good workers were those who were closely linked to their tools 

and through their tools they connected on a deeper level with their work, their work 

environment, and fellow workers. Their tools were a symbol that they could identify with 

and that identified them. This connection not only helped one feel a sense of 

Gemütsbildung, a kind of education and cultivation of temperament/education of the soul, 

and belonging in the workplace through their engagement with tools but it also aided 

individuals in more readily adopting the identity of a worker and understanding the role 

that a worker had in East German society. Even the process of a child cleaning up toys 

after play was similar to how a worker was responsible for the cleanliness and order of 

their workplace and tools. Creating order in the workplace by cleaning up one’s tools 

“prevent[ed] accidents, increase[d] job satisfaction, avoid[ed] unnecessary searches for 
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lost tools], and [brought] a certain harmony to one’s work. In addition, [order contributes 

to] labor productivity, and thus the quality [of work] is increased.” Therefore, having 

designated spaces within the home for a child’s toys and cleaning up toys prepared 

children for work by cultivating their “love of order” which was the “basis for 

professional work.”521 By creating a close relationship with their toys (tools), children 

also cultivated a sense of Gemütsbildung, gradually formed social feelings, and learned 

interact with their peers, all necessary components to one’s Arbeitserziehung. Then as an 

adult worker, the child would inherently feel connected to his work through the tools he 

was already familiar with and would empathize with the workers’ cause.522 Ernst Illge 

explained, that “Even as an adult worker a child should feel connected to his work object 

[Arbeitsobjekt] and empathize with the thing [sich in die Sache hineindenken]. Later, [the 

child] will not spontaneously abandon his work, but be aware of this side of the mind and 

activate it for purposeful work [sondern bewußt diese Seite des Gemüts für die 

zielbewußte Arbeit aktivieren]. We already know that good workers, are closely 

associated with the [work] object.”523  

While any toy of any form could be considered a child’s tool because of the ways 

in which a toy contributed to the development of one’s future skills—such as order, 

communal life, and productivity—the forms these toys took were often dependent on 

what East German society deemed important to the Gesellschaftordnung, i.e. the 

                                                
521 Kila Stedtler, “Die Entwicklung des Spielzeugs und seine gesellschaftlichen Aufgaben im 20 
Jahrhundert” (Thesis, Hochschule für Architektur, 1951), 30-31, Sonneberg Museum. 
522 Ernst Illge, Vom Spiel Zur Arbeit (Berlin: Volk und Wissen Verlag, 1965), 26. 
523 Ibid., 26.  
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development of the productive forces and the content of children’s play.524 This meant 

that certain toys were categorized as “work toys” and were directly connected to 

production as well as those that seemed most obviously capable of preparing children for 

the future by sharpening children’s senses and strengthening their bodies and their will.525 

These playthings had to “represent adult activities” that children could easily recognize as 

having a “specific need and value to their future” so that children could make clear 

connections between their play and work in their activities, integrate the work they 

observed in their environment into their play, learn about order, cultivate a sense of 

community, and serve as examples of socialism’s technological advancements.526  

Oftentimes work toys replicated actual tools, construction equipment and 

machinery, miniature versions of adults’ tools used in agriculture and industry and 

functioned like their real-life counterparts—with moveable parts and accurate detailing—

and simulated the work process so that children could become familiar with “complicated 

Arbeitsmittel [work materials]” and acquire “technical knowledge.”527 These toys allowed 

children to see the connection between the supposedly seamless transition from play to 

                                                
524 Rochus Stordeur, Spielzeug in Schleusingen, Schriftenreihe des Deutschen Spielzeugmuseums 
Sonneberg (Erfurt: Fortschritt, 1974). 
525 “Das spiel mit gutem Spielzeug von hohen Spielwert leitet und erzieht das Kind zu dem Menschen, die 
seine ganze Kraft, seine Begabung, seine schöpferische Wirklichkeit einmal des allgemeinheit zur 
Verfügung zu stellen.” Arnhof, “Hausarbeiten Lehrlinge und Erwachsenqualifizierung, Leistungsbogen und 
Personalaufgaben.” Hausarbeit “Facharbeite für gestopftes Spielzeug” Thema Kriterien, die bei der 
Spielzeuggestaltung die Entwicklung der Persönlichkeit der Kinder unterstützen 27.1.1977, 17.  
526 Hans Baltzer, Vom Spiel (Berlin: Volk und Wissen Verlag, 1951). 
527 “Die Erziehung der Kinder im Spiel (II),” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 19, no. 2 (February 1966): 
11. This is part II of a report from the 1965 Internationalen Seminar zu Fragen des Spiels in Sofia and 
reprinted in Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten.  
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work activity, play behavior to work behavior.528 For example, a toy excavator that 

copied the basic functions of a real crane—one that had a crank that simulated the 

activity of the pulley and a lever arm to control the excavator’s movements so that it 

really loaded, lifted, and swung—allowed a child to act as an excavator operator and 

become acquainted with the machinery’s purpose (Figure 3.3).529  

 

Figure	  3.3:	  “With	  this	  excavator	  [Bagger]	  children	  can	  correctly	  display	  work	  operations	  
[Arbeitsvorgänge].”	  From	  “Die	  Erziehung	  der	  Kinder	  im	  Spiel	  (II),”	  Neue	  Erziehung	  im	  Kindergarten,	  
1966,	  11.	  
 

                                                
528 Karlheinz Otto et al., “Psychological Bases of Development and Special Features of Children’s Playing 
Behaviour,” in Playthings for Play: Ideas of Criteria on Children’s Playthings (Leipzig: VEB Bürodruck, 
1979),  26.  
529 “Die Erziehung der Kinder im Spiel (II),” Neue Erziehung Im Kindergarten, 11. 
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One producer of work toys was an engineer-turned toymaker, Hans Dressel who owned 

Werkstatt Dressel in Zwickau. Dressel, known as the “technischer Fröbel,” created 

“educationally valuable toys” that were miniature versions of properly functioning 

cranes, excavators, and conveyors that brought “beauty and the difficulty of technical 

play structures closer to boys and girls.”530 Dressel’s toys, described as “clear and simple 

design, easy to handle” were made from unpainted wood and “complied fully with the 

technical and social outlook of [the] time.”531 The toys had multiple functions, which 

enabled a child to connect their toy and combine it with another so that these 

multifunctional-toys allowed children’s play to be collaborative and cooperative with 

other toys and other children. Dressel’s toys gave children “the opportunity to get to 

know and play with the machines from the workplaces of their father, brother, sister, and 

mother.”532 (Figure 3.4)         

                                                
530 Hans Dressel, “Die Baustelle im Miniaturformat,” Neue Zeit (Berlin), December 5, 1953. 
531 Ibid.  
532 “Spielzeug,” Die Frau von Heute, 1948, AiF. 
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Figure	  3.4:	  Dressel’s	  Toys	  from	  Dressel	  toy	  advertisement	  Original-‐Dressel-‐Spielgaben	  toy	  pamphlet,	  
no	  date,	  SiG.	  
 

Work toys—such as tractors, agricultural tools, cranes, excavators, constructions 

sets and building blocks, and various automobiles like “tractor trailers, dump trucks, 

mobile cranes, and train cabooses”—also had the power to “influence subsequent career 

choices” and “awaken already in kindergarten the excitement for agricultural jobs.”533 Dr. 

Kurt Starke from the Central Institute for Youth Research (Zentralinstitut für 

Jugendforschung [ZIJ]) argued that individuals who had an interest in certain activities as 

a child, i.e. a child who examined diagrams of electric railways, would later in life 

probably have “less trouble” learning about cybernetics and would be interested in a 

career in circuit board technology.534 He further reasoned that “a child who has an 

                                                
533 Gertrud Jantschke, Spielzeug für mein Kind, Schriftenreihe Elternhaus und Schule, 1955; “Die 
Erziehung der Kinder im Spiel (II),” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten, 12. 
534 Roland, 79. 
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imagination for building, perhaps would later have an interest in the construction 

industry,” that by playing with building blocks children would be able to “recognize the 

growing material possibilities and acquire a wide range of mental and construction 

skills.”535  

Furthermore, these more advanced and “complicated” toys were also indicative of 

socialism’s achievements. As technology progressed in the GDR, the types of toys 

children played with also followed suit and served as miniature examples of East 

Germany’s rapidly industrializing society. “With the technological revolution under 

socialist conditions more complicated operations occur because of the position of man in 

production. Therefore, the social toys [gesellschaftlichen Spielzeug] today no longer just 

includes replicas of humans and animals and simple tools, but mechanically powered 

transport and work equipment, the crane, the trailer, etc.,” wrote one author in Neue 

Erziehung im Kindergarten.536 Children were given toys that were modeled after the 

machinery used in production and construction, so that their play world simulated the 

material world of adults.    

Other toys that were important to cultivating a child’s relationship to work were 

those—construction sets, building blocks, train sets, and model kits—that encouraged 

them to participate in construction play where they would combine parts, plan what they 

were building, and in turn, develop their creative abilities and acquire a collectivist 

orientation to labor.537 Toys that children could construct and build “awakened their 

                                                
535 Ibid., 79. 
536 “Die Erziehung der Kinder im Spiel (II),” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten, 11. 
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creative forces” through the materials “which they themselves can form, modify, and put 

together.”538 (Figures 3.5a and 3.5b)  

 

Figure	  3.5a:	  “The	  effective	  connection	  [wirksame	  Verbindung]	  of	  the	  toy	  with	  the	  creative	  impulse	  
[schöpferischen	  Drang]	  of	  the	  child—who	  designs,	  builds,	  and	  shapes—is	  achieved	  in	  the	  smallest	  
parts	  of	  toys	  [that	  can	  be	  taken	  apart]	  [zerlegbaren	  Spielzeuge],	  as	  this	  tractor,	  for	  example,	  very	  
clearly	  shows.”	  “Spielzeug	  das	  den	  Menschen	  formt,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute	  6,	  no.	  20	  (May	  18,	  1951):	  
13.	  

 

Figure	  3.5b:	  “Spielzeug	  das	  den	  Menschen	  formt,”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute	  6,	  no.	  20	  (May	  18,	  1951):	  13.	  
 

                                                                                                                                            
537 Wolfgang Schultz, Gestaltet für Kinder: Dinge zum Spielen und Lernen (Berlin: Amt für industrielle 
Formgestaltung, 1974). 
538 Werner Hortzschansky, “Nur wertvolles Spielzeug in Elternhaus und Kindergarten,” Neue Erziehung im 
Kindergarten 9, no. 7 (April 1956), 16. 
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By piecing together individual parts to create something functional, children learned not 

only what their role was in this process but also that they were able to master a task and 

be able to transfer this understanding to other objects and roles.539 Toys that could be 

taken apart and re-assembled also provided children with an insight into the “relatedness 

of materials” and how different parts could work together to form an object.540 For 

example, a car building kit (Autobaukasten) that could be disassembled and put back 

together with the help of screws was more advantageous than a child playing with a toy 

car in its finished form because children would “often overlook the significance of the 

most important parts” when given a finished toy. The Autobaukasten allowed the playing 

child to see that the screws that connected each piece had a specific job and purpose.541 

This message, that the collaboration of parts and materials was necessary for a toy’s 

overall utility and success, served as a perfect metaphor for how socialism was supposed 

to function within society. Just as these toys demonstrated to children how each part was 

related to one another and worked together, a socialist society was supposed to operate in 

the same way; each worker’s contribution was important and necessary for society’s 

success. Basically, the design of specific toys required and fostered a collaborative and 

collective atmosphere at the site of children’s play. “The child becomes familiar through 

its play of how collaborative work is a necessary condition for great performance through 

the interlocking of the individual activities and equipment,” one toy catalogue’s text 

                                                
539 Netti Christensen, “Die Kinder das Spielen lehren,” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 16, no. 10 (July 
1963): 4-8. 
540 Werner Hortzschansky, “Nur wertvolles Spielzeug in Elternhaus und Kindergarten,” 16.  
541 “Die Erziehung der Kinder im Spiel (II),” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten, 11. 
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stated, “the child learns the logical flow of collective work and ascertains the importance 

of the work of every single piece in order to make a whole.”542  

 Naturally, through the process of children playing together, toys also reinforced 

the importance of communal play and collective behaviors. Building blocks encouraged 

children to seek partners in construction while board games were another “important 

means of education for the collective play and the development of collective behavior in 

society” because they “required the participation of several children in order to play.”543 

Another collective toy, was the electric train set. The 1968 article, “Wir empfehlen 

Geschenke für Dich: Spielzeug für die ganze Familie,” (“We Recommend Gifts for You: 

Toys for the Entire Family”) explained that the collective play of a train set actually 

began before the toy was even purchased because of the necessity for family members to 

talk about what size train set they should buy, where it should be located in the home, or 

where to store it when it would not be played with.544 Even the construction of the set, 

required that the parents and children build it together and then play with it as a group. 

“Therefore,” the article continued, “model trains were particularly suited to the formation 

and education of a communal sense, discipline and responsible awareness. This toy 

encouraged the child’s imagination to devise new play ideas and formations for the 

train’s track. The father as a play partner is the same as a sister or mother, as tasks change 

                                                
542 “Original Dressel Spielgaben Catalog,” 1948, AiF, SiG. 
543 Werner Hortzschansky, “Nur wertvolles Spielzeug in Elternhaus und Kindergarten,” 16. 
544 “Wir empfehlen Geschenke für dich: Spielzeug für die ganze Familie,” Für Dich, October 1968. 
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with the movement of the train or interlocking cars, the experience is always new and 

highly educational.”545  

   The toys that contributed to cultivating a child’s work education and preparing 

them for their future work were not really toys that were especially new to society either 

by design or type. Construction toys, work toys, building blocks, and model train sets 

existed as children’s toys beyond East Germany’s physical and temporal borders, and 

these very same toys were even exported from East Germany to capitalist countries. 

Furthermore, aesthetically, nothing about their materiality was explicitly “socialist.” 

Instead, what made these toys representative of socialism, and “different” by East 

German standards, was the discourse surrounding the toys and how they were framed by 

ideology. There was a distinctive socialist ideological narrative that was supposed to 

accompany the consumption of, and engagement with, these toys and the ways in which 

play contributed to a child’s transformation into a future worker. Former East German toy 

designer, Erika Prinz, explained how this process occurred in East Germany, that people 

associated politics with objects despite the objects not inherent actually being political.  

“Take the example of a knife, which is a basic object of daily use 
[Gebrauchsgegenstand]. With a bread knife, I can cut bread and I 
can also cut people. And that is exactly the same with toys. The 
objects were not responsible. One cannot make objects 
responsible. The content, how [a child] played, how we educated 
the children, I don’t know [was weiß ich], who gave permission 
to play… It was all political. Despite the fact the children did not 
understand a thing. … It was not a toy as an object, [but] the 
commentary added to it.”546  
 

                                                
545 Ibid. 
546 Erika Prinz, interview by author, Halle, Germany, October 2009. 
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In the June 1962 issue of the pedagogical journal Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten, 

an article on a kindergarten class located “far from an industrial center” in the GDR 

reported on the pedagogical efforts of one teacher to use play and toys to teach her 

students about the importance of work and establish an “essential personal connection” 

between her students and workers.547 After reading the 1951 picture book Als sich die 

Kohle ärgerte (When the Coal is Angered), which depicted the life and work duties of 

coal miners, to her class, the teacher gave her students small dolls dressed as coal miners 

to play with. The teacher explained that because sometimes “the child by themselves 

cannot intellectually grasp the activity and meaning of the miners” the dolls would help 

them “be active and mimic the activity of the workers [and be] a way for them to grasp 

work. They feel responsible and experience the work process for themselves.”548   

The children excitedly integrated the dolls into their play, and with help of building 

blocks that they used to represent the coal; they played communally and built a small 

railway and well for the mineworker dolls. When a disagreement between two children 

arose, the teacher told them that since they were playing as workers, and workers do not 

fight, the children were not allowed to fight either. The teacher observed that with the 

help of the coal miner dolls, the children, “over and over again created situations where 

they role played as mine workers … [proving] that [they] have understood the importance 

                                                
547 The author's made sure to note that the kindergarten’s location was key, because of the very little contact 
that these children had with industrial workers—in places closer to factories children would often know 
family members that worked in said factories or schools would take field trips to them--it was quite 
difficult for them to make connections or understand the importance and rigors of these types of workers’ 
daily lives. 
548 M. Arndt, “Im Spiel die Kenntnisse vertiefen,” Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten 15, no. 12 (June 1962): 
15. Als sich die Kohle ärgerte was written by Ondřej Sekora; Václav Junek; Peter Lux, published in Berlin 
by Kinderbuchverlag.  
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of the responsibility and seriousness of the miners’ work.”549 The dolls also helped the 

children mediate the work of the miners so that they “did not need to take on the role 

themselves, the doll did it for them and the children saw to it that their doll…acted 

properly.” Even the way the children handled the dolls demonstrated to the educator that 

they respected the miners and their work. She noted: “The feelings that the children had 

for the miners, their respect for the workers also was shown with the toy. Never were the 

small miner dolls treated carelessly. They had their place of honor on the picture book 

shelf, and on May 1 [International Workers’ Day], the children happily and excitedly 

made red flags and banners for them.”550  

This particular example brings together this chapter’s main arguments to ultimately 

conclude that in East Germany, state-driven pedagogy and educational efforts created a 

specific East German narrative that connected children’s play directly to socialist ideas 

about work and embedded these ideas into children’s everyday play. Through the toys 

that they played with and the ways in which their play was guided, the state hoped that 

East German children would develop a connection to the working class, respect and 

enthusiasm for adult work, which would ultimately teach how to be a good future worker 

in the socialist state.  
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Chapter 4 
Playing with Gender: East German Toys and the Issue of Equality 

 
Renate Bräutigam, a student at the Engineering School for Mechanical 

Engineering and Plaything Design Sonneberg, argued in her 1977 toymaking thesis that 

the gender roles that children observe within the home had a great influence on their 

understanding of gender that they would then act out through different scenarios in their 

play and with their toys.551 Bräutigam described a situation from “a few years ago” in 

which a small boy who lives in a family where the father works and the mother stays 

home to tend to the children and household emulated in his play the gender dynamic that 

he witnessed between his parents. In kindergarten during playtime, the little boy refused 

to help the “doll mother” in the doll corner with dusting and other household tasks 

because it was “women’s work.” Bräutigam blamed this attitude on the child’s home 

environment and the relationship he observes between his parents. She concluded: “from 

this the parents’ attitude can be clearly seen in terms of ‘men and women’s work’.” 

Thankfully, Bräutigam explained, times have changed radically; women have equal 

rights, in most families women also go to work, and housework is “done together with 

                                                
551 The Fachschule für angewandte Kunst Sonneberg (Academy of Applied Arts Sonneberg) was 
established in 1883 as the Industrieschule der Spielzeugindustrie. After WWII, the school changed names 
frequently. In 1946 it was the Staatliche Industrieschule Sonneberg, in 1949 the Meister- und 
Berufsvollschule für Spielzeuggestalter, Kerammodelleure und Kerammaler, 1951 Fachgrundschule für 
angewandte Kunst Sonneberg, 1953 Fachschule für angewandte Kunst, 1960 Fachschule für Spielzeug 
Sonneberg, mit Bereichen Glas und Keramik,1966 Angliederung an die Fachschule für Maschinenbau 
Schmalkalden, and by 1977, the time this source was written, its name had changed in 1968 to 
Ingenieurschule für Maschinenbau und Spielzeugformgestaltung (Engineering School of Mechanical 
Engineering and Plaything Design Sonneberg) “Historische Entwicklung der Fachschule für Technik und 
Gestaltung,” Fachschule für Technik und Gestaltung der Staatlichen Berufsbildenden Schule Sonneberg, 
accessed February 1, 2015, http://fachschule.sbbs-son.de/web/old/historisches.php 
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the child included.” As a result children “are raised to have mutual respect for all family 

members, equal rights for men and women, and mutual help and responsibility for the 

common life in the family.” Yet, all was not perfect with these changes, for Bräutigam 

points out a glaring contradiction that still exists in some families:  “some parents, 

although they stand up themselves for equal rights… still do not allow their boys to play 

with dolls.”552  

Bräutigam’s research reveals the major tension that was at the core of how 

children understood gender in East Germany: that despite the rise in numbers of working 

women and mothers and the supposed equality between genders, within the household 

children were still exposed to traditional notions of gender in everyday life. As a way to 

overcome these issues of inequality, the state and its pedagogues began an initiative that 

was centered on the idea that sex-related prejudices could be eliminated through 

educational measures involving the broad public, namely in how parents raised their 

children by focusing on how they directed their children’s play and the toys they 

purchased. No longer were dolls strictly girls’ toys and trains considered to be boys’ toys; 

with this new conception of gender equality, old ideas about what toys were appropriate 

for each sex had to vanish so that a new way of thinking about toys and children’s play 

could take over. However, this did not mean that the state demanded that the toy industry 

create new types of toys or that the toy industry responded in kind. Instead, the types of 

toys that remained on the market were no different than those of the past. What mattered 

                                                
552 Renate Bräutigam, “Untersuchung wie die Verwirklichung der Erziehungsziele des einheitlichen 
sozialistischen Bildungsystems durch das Spiel mit Puppen,” (Thesis, Ingenieurschule für Maschinenbau 
und Spielzeugformgestaltung in Sonneberg, 1977), 7, Sonneberg Museum Z.-Nr. 121/77 SIII 2319. 
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most was that these toys came with a message that would change how children 

understood gender and implemented these new ideas in their play.  

In this chapter, I first explore the history of gender in East Germany and highlight 

how state legislation intended to create a society in which both men and women were 

equal and capable of doing the same jobs, having access to the same education, and 

equally sharing the responsibilities of tending a home and raising children. While these 

significant societal changes occurred among men and women to varying degrees, I 

outline pedagogues’ arguments about the relationship between gender and children’s toys 

to show that despite calls to eliminate gender divisions in toys, in the end the state was 

unable to control social practices within the home and East German children grew up in 

an environment of contradictions that ultimately perpetuated a message of conservative 

traditional gender roles. The traditional gender roles that children saw in their 

environment reinforced to them ideas about what toys each sex was supposed to play 

with, and resulted in a failure of gender equality that they carried with them into 

adulthood. In addition, I argue that the visual culture and rhetoric of toy advertisements 

further compounded this issue by reinforcing long-standing social and cultural ideas 

about gender rather than subverting them, which resulted in a contradiction between state 

rhetoric and the toy advertisements themselves. 

Gender in East Germany  
The East German state set out to change gender politics from the traditional 

bourgeois gender divisions to a concept of gender that was more egalitarian between men 

and women. In this understanding of gender, women were supposedly equal to men in 
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regard to the work that they could do, the career that they could seek, and the education 

that they pursued. These progressive gender politics were based on the theoretical works 

of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and August Bebel who argued that women’s 

emancipation and equality would be achieved when the working class was fully 

emancipated, or, that emancipation of the working class was possible only if women were 

included in the work force.553 These theories, coupled with East Germany’s dire 

economic situation, prompted the SED in 1949 to adopt a Frauenpolitik (state policies 

that applying specifically to women) that revolved around Marxist ideology to achieve 

legal equality between men and women, the promotion of working women, and the 

protection of mothers and children.554 The state’s newly formed constitution even 

included two articles directly addressing the rights of women; Article 20 that placed men 

and women on equal standing, states that “men and women are equal; they have the same 

rights in all spheres of society” and Article 38 “marriage, family, and motherhood are 

under a special protection by the state.”555 Although the emancipation of women may 

have occurred officially, there remained a contradiction between socialist rhetoric and 

socialist reality. The confluence of Cold War politics, a weak economy, and antiquated 

sexual hierarchies in the GDR resulted in what West German feminist Ute Gerhard has 

described as “paternal absolutism” whereby “the GDR regime was able to enforce special 

                                                
553 Susanne Kranz, “Women’s Role in the German Democratic Republic and the State’s Policy Toward 
Women,” Journal of International Women’s Studies 7, no. 1 (2005): 69.  
554 Ibid., 70.  
555 Ibid., 73-74.  
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privileges and laws that were comparatively favorable to women.”556 Yet, these special 

privileges and laws did not actually represent real rights or true emancipation for women, 

instead, the SED policies and rhetoric reinforced gender stereotypes and rooted 

traditional patriarchal structures firmly in place. 

 The SED’s policies for women can be divided into three phases: from 1946 to the 

mid-1960s, during which large numbers of women were being integrated into the 

workforce; from the mid-1960s to 1971 when women received job training and further 

education; and from 1971 to reunification, when numerous social measures were 

implemented to even the balance between work and home life for women. In the first 

phase, during the Soviet occupation, women and their presence in the workplace was not 

especially unusual; the war, its aftermath and the large number of men who did not return 

home, forced women to find jobs to support their families. In addition, the economy was 

already crippled from the aftermath of war, labor shortages, and the mass exodus of 

citizens to the West, therefore prompting the Soviet Military Administration (Sowjetische 

Militäradministration, SMAD) to call for extensive recruitment and training of female 

workers and education for women as a way to bring as many women as possible into the 

labor force and strengthen the weak economy.557 Popular rhetoric pertaining to the 

inclusion of women in the workplace took on a happy, positive tone that painted the 

image of women workers as a break from the past and an opportunity for women—

through their work—to enrich their lives and contribute to the construction of a new 

                                                
556 Katrin Sieg, “Equality Decreed: Dramatizing Gender in East Germany,” Women in German Yearbook 9 
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Germany. In the 1947 book, Frohes schaffen: Alte und neue Mädelberufe the author 

optimistically wrote,  

“the girls of today have secured through building a new Germany 
for the first time a real opportunity, a happier life than their 
ancestors. Their careers are freely open to them. … They are not 
disadvantaged as before compared to their male counterparts. ... 
The professional work of the girl and women means not just 
economic security and independence, but it also leads to the 
actual equal rights in social and political life.”558 

 

However, the SMAD’s initiatives—which the SED later adopted—only made it more 

acceptable for women to seek employment and initially did not significantly increase the 

number of women workers nor was it actually about achieving equality for women.559 In 

reality, the government’s main concern was figuring out a way to jumpstart the stagnant 

economy. It happened that the country’s economic needs coincided with communist 

ideology so that in the name of women’s equality, the state attempted to build up the 

workforce by utilizing every possible worker—man or woman—as a solution to the 

problem. 

 During the 1950s, the encouragement of women to seek work outside of the home 

and cede to the state’s economic prerogatives did not ease their burden of responsibility 

to be wives and mothers first. In 1950, the SED passed the “Law for the Protection of 

Mother and Child and the Rights of Women” that implemented maternal benefits as a 

                                                
558 Carola Herschel, Frohes schaffen: Alte und neue Mädelberufe (Berlin: Verlag Neues Leben, 1947), 6, 
quoted in Ina Merkel, ed., ...und Du, Frau an der Werkbank: Die DDR in den 50er Jahren (Berlin: 
Elefanten Press, 1990).  
559 Kranz, 74. Of the 6,190,217 East German households in August 1950, eighteen percent of consisted of 
two or more people and thirty-three percent were run by women, Benita Blessing, The Antifascist 
Classroom: Denazification in Soviet-Occupied Germany, 1945-1949 (Macmillan, 2006), 142. 
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way to increase women’s participation in the work force. This law guaranteed women’s 

right to work yet limited the amount of hours that they could work—they were not 

allowed to work at night, for example—excluded them from strenuous and dangerous 

labor, and established childcare facilities.560 With this law, the protection of mother, 

child, and the family became a central part of East Germany’s political landscape but also 

sent the message that in addition to taking care of the home and family, women should 

also work. At the heart of this legislation, was the fact that it sought to make life easier 

for working mothers first, as opposed to all women in general, revealing the incongruous 

nature of East German public policy. While this law purported to promote the equality of 

men and women by protecting women as mothers, it also reveals that in the eyes of the 

regime, women’s primary role was motherhood first and foremost.  

Although the state and its policies purported to establish equal pay for equal work 

and the elimination of discrimination in employment and training, the party actually did 

very little to improve working women’s circumstances.561 Women experienced 

discrimination in the workplace from their employers and male co-workers, which led to 

the workplace being strongly gender segregated. Management often flat-out ignored 

granting women equal pay for equal work, refused to hire women for positions that were 

supposed to be “better-suited” for them, and fired “double earners” (women whose 

husbands were also employed). In traditionally male trades, women were often passed 

over and master craftsmen opted to hire male apprentices rather than women, or chose 
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561 Elizabeth D. Heineman, What Difference Does a Husband Make? Women and Marital Status in Nazi 
and Postwar Germany, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 186. 
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young boys for training programs rather than older women. On the shop floor, men would 

take issue with working beside their women co-workers and refused to train them, 

sabotaged their work, and would actively deny them assistance if they requested help.562 

Men were also opposed to their wives and other women taking on “male” occupations or 

full-time labor—they preferred their wives to work part-time, if at all—and rarely 

adjusted their habits at home to accommodate for their wife’s new employment.563  

By the 1960s, women seemed to have accepted that struggling to find the balance 

between motherhood and employment was the norm for most East German women.564 

More married mothers were employed full-time but they still faced the same problems 

that they had in the early 1950s: the labor market remained strongly gender segregated 

with women holding poorly paying occupations and low ranks, and having to deal with 

shortages of consumer goods, inadequate childcare facilities, and the sole responsibility 

for domestic tasks.565 The SED however attempted to combat the fact that the labor 

market remained still strongly gender segregated, and in 1961 the Politbüro of the Central 

Committee of the SED published the Communiqué “Die Frau—der Frieden und der 

Sozialismus” (Woman, Peace and Socialism) which sought to improve the conditions of 

women.566 They called for an end to discrimination against women, better education, and 

the promotion of women into technical, industrial, scientific, and other typically “male” 

occupations. Despite the Politbüro’s attempts, women still earned less and dominated the 
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fields of education, health care, social services, and textiles more than men.567 Men 

typically did not work at the same types of jobs as women, creating a natural gender 

divide in different occupations.  

There were, however, educational reforms, to increase worker productivity and 

raise the skill level of women in the workforce. However again, the state prioritized their 

initiatives to focus on granting women with children more access than single women. 

These women had access to financial assistance and special classes that allowed them to 

further their education while raising children and having a full-time job. These measures 

did result in a steady rise of female university students, which the SED used as proof that 

the GDR was committed to achieving women’s equality, despite the fact that the 

underlying assumption of these educational advances was that women would not only 

prioritize bearing children over their education but also were fully responsible for the 

rearing of children.568 According to an Free German Trade Union Federation (Freier 

Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund [FDGB]) report in 1964 “women shape [gestalten] the 

education of their children ever more consciously and responsibly.”569 Therefore, many 

women never took advantage of these educational opportunities because they simply had 

no time for anything else other than work, maintaining their household, and raising 

children. In the little leisure time that they might have had, East German women did not 

want to spend it studying.570 Overall, the SED seemed to support a relatively 

contradictory message: they did not want a patriarchal family yet they also did not 
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perpetuate an especially transformative idea of the family either. Bearing and raising 

children still defined womanhood and mothers were still considered the “natural 

nurturer” who had a closer bond with their children than fathers. Mothers continued to 

dominate the space of the playroom, or Kinderstube, a place in which most fathers rarely 

came.571 

The economy’s dismal performance led the SED to begin noticing that the weight 

of responsibilities placed upon women were grueling and affecting the spheres of 

production and reproduction, so they turned their attention to domestic matters.572 In 

1965 Für Dich interviewed women at factory gates, seeking to find out how each 

members of the women’s families spent their free time. They selected fifteen families to 

keep a nine day journal recording how they budgeted their time. The journals reflected 

that the majority of the women sacrificed time for themselves in order to manage their 

households and that their “leisure” time was spent cleaning, shopping, sewing, cooking, 

baking, and canning.573 Shortly thereafter—but not as a direct result of the Für Dich 

article—the state ratified the Family Law Book of the GDR law (Familiengesetzbuch, 

FGB). The FGB was one of the first legislative attempts to address the issue of holding 

both parents responsible for rearing children and served as the foundation for the GDR’s 

Frauenpolitik of the 1970s. The law encouraged the “mutual upbringing of children, 

mutual responsibility for the household, and mutual help to combine profession and 
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family.”574 As Donna Harsch notes, the “FGB aimed to convince women that a qualified 

worker and active socialist could be a good mother” rather than entertaining any serious 

discussion about redistributing or easing domestic labor.575 While the state strived to ease 

women’s burdens with these reforms, they also reinforced and strengthened traditional 

gender stereotypes. The social assistance that the law offered implied that women were 

still expected to maintain all of their typical responsibilities but now they could expect 

more support from the state in order to do it.576  

By the 1970s the mounting discontent with the state’s social policies for women had 

come to a head. At the VIII Party Congress of the SED in 1971, the constitution was 

expanded to include new social measures that once again attempted to alleviate women’s 

combined burden of work and family, this time however, they were the most innovative 

in the history of the GDR, even if they mostly affected only mothers. The new Mutti-

Politik (Mommy-Politics) expanded the FGB to include a better network of daycare 

facilities, one year of paid maternity leave, 1,000 marks per child, women were allowed 

to return to their jobs after maternity leave, take off when their children were sick, 

granted shortened working hours from 43.5 hours a week to 40, received one paid day for 

household work every month, and had access to free abortions and contraceptives.577 

Through these policies, the SED signaled to its citizens that it was the state’s 

responsibility to take care of and define women’s rights.578 Susanne Kranz argues that 
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these new social policies did “not radically altered women’s place in the political 

arena.”579 Women were still underrepresented in political offices and managerial 

positions and remained victim to discrimination and prejudice from men who saw them 

as “privileged” because of state aid that they received like a paid day off for housework 

and resented the disruptions in productivity that they caused if they had to stay home with 

sick children or if they were pregnant.580 By the late 1980s, 91.2% of East German 

women worked, yet still spent an average of forty-seven hours on housework per week, 

meaning that upon returning home from work, they began their “second shift [which gave 

them] no time for self-reflections.”581  

The Reality of Gender for Children 
The inequality of women in the workplace and the unequal division of domestic tasks 

created an environment in which children were confronted and socialized within a world 

of conflicting messages about gender. On the one hand, the East German educational 

system achieved parity for both genders almost immediately in 1945 during the SMAD 

because boys and girls attended co-educational schools so that the educational system’s 

common ideals and comradeship would enable both genders to form friendships and 

foster a mutual understanding of one another.582 Teachers underwent rigorous training 

that included conscious policies to promote a non-sexist education. In the state-controlled 

kindergartens, boys and girls underwent equal preparation for grade school by being 

taught to play the same games and enjoy the same toys. "In our nurseries," stated a GDR 
                                                
579 Ibid. 
580 Kranz, 78. 
581 Brock, 216; Kranz, 77.  
582 Lutz Sauerteig and Roger Davidson, Shaping Sexual Knowledge: A Cultural History of Sex Education in 
Twentieth Century Europe (London: Routledge, 2009), 83.  



 

 227 

publication on women in socialist society, "many girls are astronauts and many boys 

bathe dolls and feed teddy bears." 583 Boys and girls received an identical education, 

learned side by side in the same classrooms, were members of the same youth 

organization, and were told that they had equal career prospects. Educators encouraged 

girls to pursue the same academic endeavors as boys, and consequently by the 1960s, 

girls were excelling academically and were more self-assured, which may have created a 

shift in their understanding of their role in society as women.584 In a 1961 Polytechnical 

Oberschule (polytechnic secondary school) essay on the question “What do you expect 

from the boys in your class as part of the completion of the societal demand for the 

sexual equality of women?” the girls’ essay answers reveal the tension between wanting 

to be treated equally by their male classmates yet seemingly acknowledging that they still 

considered themselves ‘less than.’ The girls wrote that they wished for more respect, 

comradeship, and helpfulness, and that “‘[the boys] should stop treating us like little girls, 

but they should also support us when we can’t advance in certain subjects like physics.’ 

‘They shouldn't put things past us. Even if many things are easier for them, they should 

be proud when we work hard to understand the subject matter. The boys shouldn’t always 

think that we are incapable.’”585 However, the girls still expected that the boys should 

“carry the heavy boxes in UTP [Unterrichtstag in der Produktion—instruction day in 

production]” revealing that they saw certain tasks as more suited for males.586 Certain 
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structures and mentalities within the schools still reinforced traditional perceptions of 

gender. Not all teachers embraced this new way of thinking; those of the “old school” 

(especially those in small towns) maintained old-fashioned prejudices and would tell 

kindergarten or grade school girls that they must set the right examples for boys by 

always being “good, never fresh, never sloppy, never loud.”587 Children’s textbooks also 

reinforced traditional gender roles. In a study that explored the representation of gender 

in East German textbooks from 1950 to 1990, women predominantly were depicted first 

as housewives, mothers, and educators, then secondarily as working people.588 When 

they were depicted as having a profession it was typically limited to specific traditional 

jobs such as shop assistant, teacher, and nurse.589  

In the home, the message of gender equality was also presented as a contradiction; 

although children saw their mother going to work like their father, they also observed 

their mother as still responsible for the majority of the work within the home with men 

only contributing about one quarter of household duties.590 Overall, the rise in women’s 

employment did not change the family division of domestic labor; women spent an 

average of six hours more a day on housework than men.591 According to the writings of 
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Marx, Bebel and Lenin, domestic work had very little social meaning; it “contained no 

emancipatory potential because it was unwaged, private, individualized, unproductive, 

and by their definition, unskilled: it did not function as real labor” and the redistribution 

of labor within the family was seen as a “step backward” that burdened men with the 

“repetitive everydayness of the home’s routines and the petty, even frivolous, concerns of 

consumption.”592 And the state’s policies did nothing to negate this view. Occasionally 

publications like Die Frau von Heute and the Neue Berliner Illustrierte called for 

husbands to help with housework or cooking but on the whole, conventional discourse 

about women’s role in the home often trumped the unconventional message that men and 

women should divide housework equally because they were, in fact, equal. Instead, a rash 

of advice books came out in the mid-1950s that reinforced genteel and gendered manners 

as well as traditional gender roles within the home.593 One of these books, Das neue 

Ehebuch (The New Marriage Book) by popular social hygienist, Professor Rudolf 

Neubert appeared in 1957 and advocated for a traditional understanding of "the culture of 

the home."594 Neubert advised that in elementary school boys and girls should both take 

courses in home economics together but in vocational school, which was also co-

educational, “bodily hygiene, household culture [Wohnkultur], musical culture...the art of 

arranging life…should be tailored to each sex, if only so that the young men learn to 
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appreciate what their properly raised and well-educated wives can offer them.”595 This 

understanding of the role of women within the family and the nation perpetuated the 

longstanding notion of women as not only consuming housewife but also public citizen; 

women needed to think about how to take care of the family and their home as well as 

how they could be a good socialist and fulfill their duty to the nation by having a career.  

Not surprisingly, housework among children within a family tended to adhere to well-

worn patterns of traditional gender roles as well.596 Despite the substantial changes 

between boys and girls in comparison to earlier decades, parents allocated household 

chores according to the gender divisions that already existed between mothers and 

fathers, meaning that often daughters had more responsibilities than sons—who also 

received more pocket money—surely in preparation for their future roles as mothers and 

working women.597 The lyrics of “Wenn Mutti früh zur Arbeit geht” (“When Mommy 

Goes to Work”) a popular 1950s children’s song taught to children and sang in 

Kindergartens throughout the GDR reveals how girls were expected to take on household 

chores in order to ease the burden for their working mothers. The gendered lyrics- “When 

mother goes to work early, then I stay at home/I tie on an apron and sweep clean the 

room/I do not cook the food, I’m too small/But dust I have often wiped, and how mother 

will be happy/I also have a baby doll that is so sweet and fine/To [the doll] I am a real 

mother”- reinforce a message of female domesticity as being innately enjoyable for, and 
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the responsibility of, girls.598 When Junge Welt, the official newspapers of the Free 

German Youth (FDJ), asked its readers to submit their views on sex education and gender 

roles, the letters that the magazine printed painted a picture of parents who defended 

traditional values. One letter stated, “a daughter—whether she learns a trade or works in 

the household—should be thinking about learning, cooking, sewing, etc.”599 Pedagogical 

literature on child-rearing argued that it was important that both genders of children be 

assigned household chores not because of gender equality or to prepare boys to be better 

fathers and husbands but more so because it would train them for their future careers and 

how to perform within a collective.600 

This is not to say that boys did not have household chores or that mothers 

specifically did not want them to participate in domestic labor. Throughout the 1950 and 

1960s especially, various women’s magazines addressed the issue of the division of 

household chores that contrasted with the popular opinion of Junge Welt readers.601 In 

women’s magazines, firsthand accounts from mothers indicated that they supported 

dividing household chores equally among their children of both genders. In the article, 
                                                
598 Ina Merkel, ed., ...und Du, Frau an der Werkbank: Die DDR in den 50er Jahren (Berlin: Elefanten 
Press, 1990). The song was written by Kurt Schwaen; Lyrics found and translated from “Wenn Mutti früh 
zur Arbeit Geht,” Lieder aus der DDR, accessed February 1, 2015, http://www.lieder-aus-der-ddr.de/wenn-
mutti-fruh-zur-arbeit-geht. 
599 Mark Fenemore, “The Growing Pains of Sex Education in the German Democratic Republic, 1945-69” 
in Shaping Sexual Knowledge: A Cultural History of Sex Education in Twentieth Century Europe, eds. Lutz 
Sauerteig and Roger Davidson (London: Routledge, 2009), 87.  
600 Illge, 20. 
601 Perhaps the difference in opinion about gender and the household in Junge Welt versus die Frau von 
Heute and Für Dich, had more to do with the intended audience and readership. Junge Welt had the largest 
circulation of any daily newspaper in the GDR with an audience of men and women totaling 1.5 million, 
while Die Frau von Heute and Für Dich’s readership consisted mostly of women. In either case the 
difference in opinion is startling, and reveals a contradiction in how the population viewed the division of 
gender roles within the family. David Binder, “Upheaval in the East; A Paper Daring in More Ways Than 
One,” The New York Times, December 8, 1989, http://www.nytimes.com/1989/12/08/world/upheaval-in-
the-east-a-paper-daring-in-more-ways-than-one.html. 
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“Unsere Vatis” (“Our Daddys”) from Die Frau von Heute in 1952, Frieda Nitzsche 

Chemnitz, a mother, explained that her ten year old son helps her because “All mothers 

should have their boys do something with housework, so that they will later also be 

sensible husbands” while another mother in Die Frau von Heute in 1955 stated that her 

nine year old son “should learn how to accomplish handfertigkeiten [i.e. the sewing of 

buttons] exactly like the girls do” because “one cannot learn early enough to be 

independent.”602 Despite the focus on raising their sons to participate in the household as 

a way to train them to be better husbands, the correspondence in Die Frau von Heute 

reveals that although women advocated the redistribution of housework to children (girls 

and boys), they did not hold their husbands to the same standards, admitting that they 

were already very busy "with all their [paid] responsibilities" or that their husband “helps 

in Spülen [dishwashing] as much as his job allows” further reinforcing the gendered 

contradictions that children witnessed within the home.603   

 By the 1970s, the balance of household chores between men and women had 

changed only slightly. In spite of the state’s efforts, a study by the GDR Institute for 

Market Research found that, in 1970 participation of men in domestic chores amounted to 

only thirteen percent of the work done in GDR households, an increase of only 1.4 

percent (barely more than a half hour per week) since 1965.604 Erna Scharnhorst, a 

member of the East Germany Academy of Educational Science Council (Akademie der 

                                                
602 “Unsere Vatis,” Die Frau von Heute no. 2 (1952), 2 quoted in Ina Merkel, ed., ...und Du, Frau an der 
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Pädagogischen Wissenschaften der DDR) on “The Woman in Socialist Society”, reported 

in her 1970 book, Süppchen kochen ... Zeitung lesen: Erziehung zur Gleichberechtigung 

(Cooking Soup ... Reading the Newspaper: Education for Equality), on a survey in which 

150 four- to five year olds were asked to classify whether certain activities were typical 

for either their father, mother, or both. According to the results, the children’s answers 

confirmed that within the home, traditional gender roles were still very much alive. The 

majority of the children ascribed smoking, drinking beer, reading the newspaper and 

books, and watching television to their fathers while cooking, mopping, sewing buttons, 

grocery shopping, and laundry, were “mother” activities. Scharnhorst attempts to 

diminish the validity of these children’s answers and create the impression that in reality, 

gender roles in the home were not nearly as divided, choosing to tow the party line rather 

than illuminate the real inequality of gender roles within the home. For example, in 

regard to almost all of the children answering that reading the newspaper was a father’s 

activity, Scharnhorst added, “in our families today not only do men read the newspaper 

but also the women.”605 Furthermore, Scharnhorst disregards the children’s answers as a 

reflection of reality in their homes—and therefore, a failed system of equality—and 

instead considers the answers to be part of a larger issue in which certain activities belong 

to a particular gender and therefore, the children are simply repeating engrained societal 
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gender norms that they saw in the media and within their own homes. She explains, “it is 

clear how persistent these ideas [traditional gender roles] are, because the reality in many 

families already looks different. Here, conscious, purposeful and consistent educational 

work is required in the family.”606 Scharnhorst never clarifies how she knows that the 

reality is different within families nor does she acknowledge that the children’s answers 

may indicate that despite the GDR having “achieved” gender equality, within the home 

children are witnessing a reality that is much different than official rhetoric. In 1974, Inge 

Lange, Central Committee Secretary on Women’s Affairs provided a similarly slippery 

explanation as to why women still did more; in order for men to step up, women needed 

to “change their own attitudes” in regard to the cleanliness standards they expected to 

maintain in their households. Lange advised women to be, “less fastidious when it comes 

to housework. Adopt a new attitude: change as she says she has, from ‘I’ll keep my house 

as good as possible’ to ‘I'll keep my house as good as necessary.’”607  

While children lived in world of contradictions in regard to gender equality, 

pedagogues attempted to confront reality head-on and sought to assert strong social 

pressure and motivate parents to avoid reinforcing traditional gender stereotypes in their 

children’s playthings. Therefore, the emergence of women into waged work and the push 

to establish gender equality had a resounding effect in pedagogical literature in regard to 
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gender and toys. Historians of early twentieth-century German children’s toys such as 

Brian Ganaway and David Hamlin have established that historically, gender divisions 

among toys placed dolls and miniature kitchen and household appliances in the realm of 

girl toys while boys occupied toys with “masculine” themes like trains, building sets, 

military toys, and miniature tools. By designating certain toys as belonging to a particular 

gender, these traditional “girls’” toys represented the mission of mothers and reinforced 

traditional ideas of gender, which meant to prepare girls to run households and be solely 

responsible for domestic labor. Traditional “boys’” toys, on the other hand, fostered 

technological proclivities in men, and helped raise future builders, engineers, and leaders 

of the nation.608 Yet with the newly established gender equality in the GDR, pedagogues 

attempted to break down these long-standing gender divisions in children’s play by 

placing the responsibility on parents to eliminate gender roles within the home and give 

children toys regardless of their prior gender assignations. The types of toys made 

available to East German children did not drastically differ from those of their parents, 

instead, it was the message that accompanied these toys that was supposed to change, a 

new ideology applied to the way that parents presented toys to their children, so that their 

children would play with their toys with a different mindset and understanding of gender 

than previous generations.  

Parents were told that the focus instead should be on the interests of the child and 

its abilities, making the separation of toys by sex “of secondary importance.”609 This 
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would benefit the children in two ways: first, it would accurately reflect reality in a 

child’s play. If women were on equal footing with men and privy to the same career 

opportunities, then toys—which played a significant role in preparing children for their 

future professions—should not be ascribed to a particular gender.610 Toys separated by 

gender allowed parents to keep “old ideas alive” that would “make our children’s career 

choices later in life difficult.”611 And, second, by separating gender from toys, the range 

of play options available to children would expand and allow them to develop skills and 

interests unconstrained by gender stereotypes.  

In order to attempt to change the mental landscape of engrained gender roles, 

pedagogues argued that the elimination of the traditional separation of toys would be 

beneficial to children by contributing to “the personality development of girls and 

boys.”612  In fact, they argued that the separation of toys by gender would “do nothing” 

for East German children and would be harmful to a child’s development.613 Girls needed 

dolls that not only had nice clothes (“Sunday clothes”) but also included work and 

professional clothes, girls should be given technical toys, and boys should feel free to 

play with dolls.614 Erna Scharnhorst claimed that when a boy plays only with “boy” toys, 

his “thinking, feelings, and desires” would be focused on the “purely representational, the 

factual [rein gegenständliches, sachliches]” and he would have “no opportunity to engage 

himself in human behavior [menschliches Verhalten]” as he would if he played with toys 
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611 Helene Ebner-Eschenbach, “Realistische Spielzeug in den Kindergärten,” Neue Erziehung 4, no. 12 
(December 1951), 19.  
612 Scharnhorst, 39. [Emphasis in original].  
613 Ibid. 
614 Ebner-Eschenbach, 19.  
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such as dolls. By limiting a boy’s play to only traditional male toys, the child’s 

personality would be negatively affected and he would remain “locked out” from “human 

[menschliche] feelings” and important human characteristics and behaviors would not be 

developed.615 Conversely, when girls only played with dolls, dollhouses, strollers, 

household appliances, and other toy-versions of the trappings of domesticity, this was 

also harmful. Scharnhorst claimed that these girls would “remain behind boys in their 

technical interests, technical thinking, and then pursue their career in traditional 

institutions.”616 To be clear, Scharnhorst and other pedagogues were not advocating that 

dolls be eliminated from a girl’s play nor that the “the roles of man and woman… be 

swapped, or boys to be educated like girls and girls be educated like boys.” Instead, they 

still wanted girls to play with dolls—dolls helped prepare a girl to “later function as a 

woman and mother”—but also wanted to expand the variety of toys a girl engaged with 

to reflect their mothers’ new responsibilities as a career woman. Scharnhorst explains, “to 

be a mother is not the only task of the woman. The woman in our society conquers the 

profession; she participates in the steering and leading of social and political life. And 

this development must be strengthened.”617 The message was apparent, girls still needed 

dolls and other traditional “girl” toys, but they also needed technical toys that would help 

them “conquer the profession” as well.  

As a result, technical toys became an essential addition to a girl’s toy box. 

Articles in popular publications encouraged parents and educators to ensure that girls had 

                                                
615 Scharnhorst, 39.  
616 Ibid., 39.  
617 Ibid.  



 

 238 

access to toys that fostered technical abilities noting that they “should not make a 

distinction between special play materials for boys or for girls today. Our girls are offered 

the same career opportunities as boys. Thus, parents have the task to arouse and promote 

in girls technical interests.”618 Parents who adhered to traditional conceptions of men and 

women and gave the impression that technology was not for girls instilled in their 

children “negative attitude towards the daughters of technology.”619 Technical toys 

brought “the equality of women closer to the playing child” and therefore, “building sets 

[Baukasten] of all kinds and technical learning toys should no longer be propagated not 

only as a boy toy, but also for girls, so that girls are also shown technical, construction, 

and other occupations.”620 In a 1959 Neue Erziehung im Kindergarten article entitled 

“Das ist doch kein Spielzeug für Mädchen?” the author uses the story of five year old 

girl, Monika, who is interested in playing with her brother Hans’s toy crane, to 

demonstrate how technical toys are essential to a girl’s future career—and in turn, the 

East German economy—while simultaneously showing parents how to raise their 

daughters properly in the new society. In the article, Monika wants to play with Hans’s 

toy crane, however Hans is resistant to sharing. Their mother, Frau Kranz, who was “tired 

from work and had to make dinner”—which implied that Frau Kranz was still solely 

responsible for household tasks—suggested to Monika that she play with her dolls 

instead of the crane. However, Monika’s pleas for the crane did not subside, and out of 
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frustration Frau Kranz exclaimed, “what do you want to do with the crane? That is not a 

toy for girls!” In response, the author explains to the reader that Frau Kranz’s reaction 

was wrong and that Monika’s interest in the toy crane was important to her development 

as a worker:  

“we find less interest [in technical toys] in boys than with the 
girls. And that is good. In the future, women will play a more 
active role in society, as is already the case today. More and more 
jobs will open [to women] that are still regarded as exclusively 
male professions. Monika will not only be a housewife and 
mother later, but might also work with an electronic computing 
device [elektronischen Rechengerät] at a research center. Monika 
will only be capable when from an early age she has been able to 
develop her personality completely and not unilaterally under the 
pretext that ‘that [toy] is not for girls’ and her employment 
[Beschäftigung] is limited to only dolls, needle-work, and 
cooking pots.”621 

 
  In this article, much is revealed about the expectations for girls and women in 

East Germany. First, although Monika is entitled and encouraged to seek a technical 

career, it is assumed that she will follow a traditional path and become a wife and mother 

as well, leaving out any possibility for Monika to stray from the status quo. Therefore, 

she still needed to play with toys that would also prepare her for these traditional roles—

dolls, pots and pans, and sewing supplies. In addition, the noted shift in women having a 

more active role in society points to another reason why it was so important to eliminate 

gender divisions among toys: the East German economy. Because a child’s play was 

linked to work and an individual’s ability to become a competent future worker in the 

GDR, as I argued in Chapter 3, by encouraging girls to embrace toys that cultivated their 
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technical interests, they would be empowered to seek careers that were previously closed 

off to them, leading to a more diverse, well-educated and trained workforce. Women 

remained woefully under-represented in careers in production, technology, and the 

sciences and technical toys were viewed as one way in which to encourage and attract 

girls to these fields. In her popular 1955 child-rearing book, Spielzeug für mein Kind, 

Gertrud Jantschke advised parents to let girls play with cranes and other machinery 

because “our economy needs female bricklayers, engineers, etc. Through the toy, joy and 

interests are awakened in the child for the particular activity, and sometimes leads to 

subsequent career choices.”622 If more girls played with technical toys, the SED hoped 

that as adults, these same girls would be prepared for and seek out more diverse careers 

that were inspired by their childhood play. This meant that parents should not only fulfill 

their sons’ wishes for dolls while girls should have technical toys to prepare them for 

their future careers but also model to their children how to behave in the home.  

While technical toys prepared girls for their future jobs, they were also 

represented as toys that girls actually longed for, therefore changing how parents 

perceived their children’s interests (Figure 4.1). If the media and advertisements 

portrayed girls as showing an interest in technical toys, it was more likely parents would 

purchase such toys, further reinforcing the possibility of a girl developing her technical 

skills and seeking a non-traditional career. For example, much like Monika’s wish to play 

with Hans's toy crane, a mother named Marianne Fritz in a Für Dich article explained 

                                                
622 Gertrud Jantschke, Spielzeug Für Mein Kind, Schriftenreihe Elternhaus und Schule (Berlin: Volk und 
Wissen Verlag, 1955), 46.  
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how her daughter preferred playing with technical toys over others. Fritz notes that from 

a very young age Katja “had an interest in technical things” and was “a real Priemelfritze 

[sic].”623 She would “[turn] even the smallest screw back and forth, although her tiny 

fingers lost [grip] on the Deckelchen [small caps] often” and by the age of four, her 

favorite toy was a metal construction set.624 Katja’s natural affinity for technical objects 

and love for her metal construction set exemplified the very reason why gender divisions 

in toys needed to be eliminated: that in the new reality of the GDR, girls were just as 

capable, interested, and skilled in technical endeavors as their male counterparts.625 By 

1979, a study indicated that the rise in girls’ access to technical toys had exerted a 

significant influence on how girls played. The study found that more girls were devoted 

to play and toys that were previously intended just for boys and through their ever-

growing interest in more diverse toys, pedagogues connected this to “an increasing 

emancipation of the female sex.”626 
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Figure	  4.1:	  “Girls	  also	  enthusiastically	  play	  with	  cranes.”	  Elske	  Däbritz,	  “Das	  ist	  doch	  kein	  Spielzeug	  
für	  Mädchen,”	  Neue	  Erziehung	  im	  Kindergarten	  2	  no.	  13	  (July	  1959):	  9.	  
 

While the world of technical toys was expanded to include girls, pedagogues 

encouraged parents to allow their sons to play with dolls, further upending traditional 

gender divisions among toys. Traditionally, dolls were designed as an important 

educational tool to prepare young girls for a life of homemaking, motherhood, and 

domestic tasks. Dolls emboldened girls to take on the role of the “Puppenmutti” (doll 

mother), whereby being responsible for a doll, would allow the child to cultivate maternal 

feelings, act out important responsibilities, to love, nurture, care, and act as the doll’s 

“mother”. The message from East German pedagogues about play with dolls was mixed. 

They still considered dolls to be an appropriate toy to help girls prepare to become proper 

caregivers but their purpose was expanded to include using them as a tool to encourage 

gender equality, prepare boys for their roles as fathers and within families, and on the 
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whole, bring children “closer to socialist relationships.”627  

This meant that play with dolls supported the development of both sexes’ moral 

education; by playing with dolls, comradely feelings were cultivated within the child and 

changed the ways in which they interacted with others. For example, dolls helped 

children learn how to be accepting and “friendly” to other nationalities and peoples and 

develop feelings of love and responsibility for “the small and needy.”628 Pedagogues 

stressed that dolls of other nationalities would help young children empathize and “bind 

them in solidarity” with people of other lands who were—or had been—oppressed by the 

evils of capitalism.629 African baby dolls were “particularly suited” to educate East 

German children about friendship with other peoples and pedagogues found that children 

“love these dolls just as much as others. With their different skin color their interests are 

piqued for the country in which such people live.”630  

 Within the family, dolls taught children how to love and respect other individuals 

and replicate the relationships they observed in the everyday in their play, thus promoting 

the development of certain interpersonal skills through play. For example, pedagogues 

argued that when a child played with dolls, they often took on a specific role in 

relationship to the doll, often as the doll’s mother or father, and through this relationship; 

they would replicate interactions that they observed within their families and treat the 

doll as their parents treated them. Therefore, it was important for parents to ensure that 

children did not “carelessly throw [the doll] into a corner” because “the child is preparing 
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for its later life by how it treats the doll.”631 These interactions encouraged “deep inner 

experiences and feelings” to develop within the child as it cared for its doll.632 In the past, 

this understanding that dolls prepared children for their future roles was limited to 

discussions about girls. However, in the GDR, pedagogues made a special effort to note 

that when a boy played with a doll, it would teach him from an early age how to be a 

better father, husband, and partner within the family and to contribute to the household 

more equally. Scharnhorst argued that play with dolls would “strengthen a boy’s 

aptitude” for “a more equitable distribution of tasks between men and women in the 

family, in the household, and child education” as well as be “useful to the personality 

development of boys, because through play [with dolls], they strengthen human 

[mitmenschliche] feelings/emotions, and more pronounced interpersonal behaviors.”633 

This would not only affect his future relationship with his own children,” she claimed 

“but how he behaved towards his classmates, parents, siblings and teachers.”634  

The response among parents about whether or not boys should play with dolls 

was mixed. Literature suggests that mothers supported their sons having dolls but fathers 

were resistant. Popular women’s magazine’s addressed this issue by publishing letters 

from mother’s who sought advice about how to navigate between their sons’ requests to 

have dolls or play with them, their husband’s resistance, and their own desire to be a 

good mother and spouse. In a letter to Die Frau von Heute in 1947, entitled “Darf er mit 

Puppen spielen?” (“Is He Allowed to Play with Dolls?”) Eva B. wrote to inquire what to 
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do with her 5 year old son Klaus, a “lively little guy”, who despite having construction 

sets, building blocks, and horse and wagon figurines for toys, he preferred to play with a 

neighboring girl’s doll, taking special pride in pushing the doll in a baby carriage around 

their apartment’s courtyard. Eva writes, “While I don't see the harm, my husband is 

appalled [entsetzt]. He sees a character-mistake [Charakterfehler] in our boy and a 

tendency for weakness (Hang zur Schwäche).” Klaus’s father forbade him from playing 

with the doll and the times that Klaus’s father caught him, he punished him with a 

spanking because “he plays like a girl.” For Eva, her husband’s reaction was “too much” 

and asked, “Is my husband with his dramatic methods of education [drastischen 

Erziehungsmethoden] right and are his fears really justified?” In response, the magazine 

condemned Eva’s husband’s actions, explaining that not only is it harmless for Klaus to 

play with dolls, but that Eva’s husband’s unwillingness to allow his son to play with dolls 

is a part of a mindset that needed to be abolished:  

“It seems to us, dear Frau Eva, your husband is in much of the 
spirit we must finally overcome. In his world of ideas 
[Ideenwelt]… “strength”—which has brought us crisis and 
rubble—is still the man’s prerogative and he attributes weakness 
to women and sees them as secondary [Schwäche und 
Zweitrangigkeit dagegen kennzeichnen die Frau]. At last we 
must set such prejudices aside, we must educate our children to 
respect each other, in total equality [völligen Gleichberechtigung] 
and comradeship. It does not hurt your little son at all if he finds 
Dolls entertaining. Never would a father hit his daughter because 
she would rather play with a horse and wagon. Leave your son 
alone with this harmless happiness. … Speak seriously with your 
husband, he will then certainly commit to your point of view.”635  
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Eva’s letter to Die Frau von Heute coupled with the magazine’s response reveals a 

glimpse into the power dynamics in an East German household and how the state and its 

citizens were able to use advice columns as a type of moral policing. In Eva’s family, the 

husband seemed to dictate how the couple should raise their child, and Eva defers to him 

and allows him to punish their son for playing with dolls. Furthermore, Eva’s letter to Die 

Frau von Heute appears to have two purposes: not only is she genuinely interested and 

concerned about how she and her husband should parent their child but by writing the 

letter to the magazine, Eva hopes the answer will act as a mediator within her marriage 

and set her husband straight. The magazine’s response capitalizes on the father’s use of 

corporal punishment as a way to point out his old-fashioned mindset, one that led to 

“crisis and rubble” and in which women are viewed as the second sex, weak and less 

important. By noting that the father would not punish a daughter if she played with 

typical “boy” toys, the magazine’s response places both boys and girls and the toys they 

play with on equal ground, reframing play and toys as a site that is less about gender and 

more about socialist tenets of equal respect for one another and camaraderie. In addition, 

it must not be overlooked that the magazine was a state-controlled publication, and its 

decision to publish Eva’s letter perhaps also reveals the state’s—and therefore, the 

magazine’s—prerogative. Using Eva as an example, Die Frau von Heute is able to 

dispense advice on child rearing, redefine the power dynamic in a marriage/family, while 

at the same time conveying a larger, more significant message about gender to its broader 

readership: women are equal to men so naturally boys should be allowed to play with 

dolls. The magazine makes clear that ideas about gender divisions in toys should be made 
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obsolete and by taking Eva’s side and advising her to stand up to her husband and correct 

him, Die Frau von Heute further demonstrates that Eva’s role in the home and parenting 

decisions should be equal to her husband’s.  

 In another example of a father forbidding his son from playing with dolls, Gertrud 

Jantschke, a prolific author of child-rearing books, explains how she negotiated the 

situation in her own home in the 1955 pedagogical book Spielzeug für mein Kind. Under 

the heading “our son wishes for a doll”, Jantschke recalled a time when her young son, 

Klaus asked for a doll with “very long pigtails,” that her husband would allow him to 

have.636 In response, Jantschke tells her husband that Klaus owning a doll would not 

“break our heir’s masculinity [daß der Besitz einer Pupper der Männlichkeit unseres 

Stammhalters keinen Abbruch tun würde]” and granted her son the toy. However, there 

was a catch: the doll that Jantschke gave Klaus was a male doll, which she chose as a 

“concession I made with my husband in mind.” Yet despite the doll’s lack of pigtails and 

the fact that the doll wore trousers, Klaus named his doll "Püppi" and was “very gentle 

with her.” From that point forward, Klaus insisted on bringing “Püppi” everywhere he 

went and Jantschke noted that “soon Püppi...had an educational influence on Klaus.” She 

then asks her readers,  

“why should a boy not play with dolls…? Is it not better, for 
future fathers to practice care in handling? Then maybe later 
there will be no more men who are afraid to touch a baby. And 
conversely, it is the same. In kindergarten, certainly no girl 
should be stopped from playing with the same toys as boys. They 

                                                
636 Jantschke, 45. 
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build and tinker and play just as skillfully or clumsily as the 
boys.”637  

 
In this instance, Jantschke links her son’s interaction with dolls as something that could 

help prepare him to be a better father and acquaint himself with taking care of his future 

children, indicating that at least for Jantschke, she desired to have her son play out the 

very gender policies that the state advocated for, men taking on a larger role within the 

household and easing their wives’ burdens. Perhaps by using this example, this was 

Jantschke’s way of airing her grievances about her own husband’s lack of effort and 

involvement in housework and child-rearing—with his archaic views on what his son 

should play with—Jantschke was able to not only criticize this out-dated mindset but also 

pass along advice to other parents on how to handle similar situations in their own homes. 

Both Eva B. and Jantschke’s husbands’ reactions to their sons’ desire to play with 

dolls reveals a common insecurity that existed among men whether it was in regard to 

their sons playing with dolls or their wives taking on full-time careers. As Harsch argues, 

the rise in women’s employment did not break down gender roles but instead seemed to 

reinforce people’s need to reassure themselves that they were men or women.638 The 

“subversion” of gender stereotypes in play created turmoil within the household for men, 

which caused them to prohibit their children from playing in certain ways and with 

specific toys. Both pieces also highlight the double standard that existed in people’s 

attitudes about traditional gender roles and toys.  

Pedagogues attempted to assuage parents’ fears by normalizing the radical 

                                                
637 Ibid., 45. 
638 Harsch, 190.  
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changes they were trying to implement in children’s play. The pedagogue Ms. Gay, in an 

article about choosing the right toys for Christmas, reassured parents that they could 

“calmly fulfill [their children’s] desires” because it was “not uncommon” for “a boy 

today who wants a doll, and girls to desire a railroad or a tractor.”639 The seemingly 

progressive acceptance of girls playing with “boy” toys aligned with the state’s efforts to 

integrate more women into the workforce; women with jobs became an accepted norm 

while boys with dolls and fathers assuming more household and child-rearing duties 

remained rare.  

The discomfort with boys playing with non-traditional toys is further evidenced 

by the lack of literature addressing the need for boys to play with “girl” toys beyond the 

scope of just dolls. In all of the discussions about gender equality among toys, never once 

did anyone mention that boys should also play with toys that replicated household 

appliances such as blenders, washing machines, vacuum cleaners, and so on. Instead the 

focus was always on dolls, how they would help teach boys how to interact with others 

with a sense of camaraderie and prepare them to be good fathers, completely avoiding 

any mention of developing men’s roles to take on household chores.  

On the whole, the ways in which the media and pedagogues discussed children 

playing with dolls changed slightly in the GDR. Dolls explicitly shift from being 

categorized as a “girl’s only” toy to a toy that boys could—rather than should—also play 

with; most of the literature that addressed boys playing with dolls adopted a rhetoric that 

                                                
639 “Was ein Weihnachtsmann alles wissen muß,” Berliner Zeitung (Berlin), December 18, 1958, 
Zeitungsabteilung Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin. 
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allowed boys to play with dolls, rather than outright encouraging it and boys never were 

referred to as the doll’s father (Puppenvater). Instead the conversation was more about 

acceptance and permission for boys to play with such toys, while the discussion about 

providing girls with technical toys was framed as a necessity in preparation for their 

future careers. Despite the strides that women had taken, there remained a divide in what 

toys each gender owned. A 1976 study revealed that 40% of boys had electric train sets 

compared to the 8% of girls who owned them while 50% of boys had technical building 

sets compared to only 20% percent of girls.640 The inverse was also true, by the late 

1970s, the number of boys playing with dolls remained low, yet educators blamed parents 

for this disparity claiming that there was still a large portion of parents who did not 

know—either perhaps out of resistance or ignorance—how “valuable [wertvoll] doll play 

[was] for the education of boys.”641  Boys could be “just as loving as a girl who plays 

with dolls” by educating them, combing their hair, feeding them, and putting them to 

sleep which required “a lot of care and love” on the boy’s part.642  

Toy Advertisements 
The visual imagery and rhetoric of toy culture—advertisements, pictures of 

playing children, and packaging—helps us to understand how toys contributed to the 

construction ideas about gender in East Germany and illuminates how the state was 

unable effectively to overhaul deeply ingrained social and cultural ideas about gender. 

This imagery and rhetoric provided both subtle and overt messages about what 

occupations were available and appropriate for men and women and helped reinforce 
                                                
640 Havenstein, 16. 
641 Bräutigam, 13. 
642 Ibid. 
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stereotypical vocational choices and household roles. The ways in which toys were 

presented sent conflicting messages about gender equality to both parents and children 

through toy visual culture that illustrated the social limitations associated with East 

German’s gender reality. In addition, the depictions of gender in toy advertisements in 

publications undermined the regime’s efforts to provide its population with toys that did 

not align with a specific sex and reveal the general lack of consistency between theory 

and practice.  

 In order to understand how gender was visually depicted in toy culture, we must 

first identify who the target audience was for toy advertisements, what the industry was 

doing, and who the main consumers were who made toy purchasing decisions. In 

twentieth-century Germany, the stereotypical consumer has always been envisioned as a 

woman with gender playing a pivotal role in determining a family’s consumption 

practices and decisions.643 As women shifted from their role as mainly housewives to also 

participating in waged labor, they still remained responsible for the family’s survival 

throughout the first half of the century’s decades of hardships, by running households, 

dealing with food shortages, soaring food prices and later becoming the focus of social 

science and market research on family consumption practices, habits, and behaviors.644 

After World War II, Germany’s division into two nation-states did not change the 

relationship between women and consumption in either state, women still acted as the 

                                                
643 Harsch, 183.  
644 Erica Carter, How German Is She?: Postwar West German Reconstruction and the Consuming Woman 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 41. Carter refers to Belinda Davis, “Food Scarcity and 
the Empowerment of the Female Consumer in World War I Berlin” in The Sex of Things: Gender and 
Consumption in Historical Perspective, eds. Victoria de Grazia and Ellen Furlough (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1996), 287-310.  
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“opinion former and arbiter of familial taste; as a decision maker for both minor and 

major purchases, both as a creative force in the process of homemaking and as an object 

for the aesthetic contemplation of others-including her husband.”645 Therefore, as East 

German women sought employment and became workers in addition to their traditional 

role of wife and mother, advertisements remained focused on targeting women as the 

main consumer for the household for they were the ones who purchased toys, clothes, and 

other necessities for their children.   

The majority of toy advertisements were printed in women’s magazines, often 

presented as images accompanied by text in the form of an article. This gave readers 

information about what toys to buy or what toys were available and provided instructions 

to women on how to raise their children. The target audience for these advertisements 

was women not children—toys may have been the most common objects that children 

engaged with in the everyday, but ultimately it was their mothers who decided which toys 

made it into their playrooms. In an article addressing the importance of toy 

advertisements, Hans Döbrich, Head of the Technical College of Applied Arts and Toy 

Design in Sonneberg was quoted as saying, “unfortunately, children do not buy the 

toys.”646 In addition, children’s print culture largely neglected advertising toys.647 In the 

most popular East German children’s publications—Bummi, Der Junge Pioniere, 

                                                
645 Carter, 65.  
646 Kath Kögel, “Werbung Für Spielzeug - Ernst Genommen,” Neue Werbung 8, no. 1 (January 1961): 27. 
Kögel writes: “The consumer in this case, however, is not the playing child, but the purchasing adults.” 
647 In other chapters in this dissertation I address how toys sometimes were depicted in films but these toys 
were never linked to a particular manufacturer or presented as a typical, straightforward advertisement. The 
type of toy was more of the focus rather than brand. I do not address how toys were advertised in other 
mediums like the radio and television in East Germany because of the lack of primary and secondary 
sources on this topic.  
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Fröhlich sein und Singen (Frösi), and Der Trommel—between the years 1949-1980 there 

were only twenty-three instances in which toys were advertised and only two addressed 

gender by associating specific toys with a corresponding gender, and in turn, reinforcing 

traditional gender roles.648 The article, “Puppe oder Eisenbahn?” (“Doll or Train?”) 

especially offered no ambiguity; it directly informed children that toy trains were for 

boys and dolls were for girls: “the choice isn’t hard; boys pick a train, girls a doll. But 

which one from the hundreds of trains and which from the hundreds of dolls?”649  

As pedagogues encouraged parents to allow their daughters to play with the same 

toys as boys, the toy industry did make some changes to the appearance of toy packaging 

to include depictions of girls playing with traditional “boy” toys or images of women 

taking on a variety of non-traditional careers. For example, the paper doll “Annemarie” 

came with outfits for traffic policewoman, mailwoman, and doctor (Figure 4.2) and the 

packaging for the chemistry set Der Kleine Chemiker (The Small Chemist) depicted a 

boy and girl working together to solve complicated chemistry equations (Figure 4.3). The 

1959 board game Wir Bauen ein Haus (We Build a House) box showed a woman helping 

with the construction of a house and when playing the game one could land on game 

spaces where “the glassworker Erika is installing windows” or “Hilde is installing an 

oven.”650 The box of a small toy electrical kit, Der Kleine Schwachstrom Elektriker (The 

Small Low-Voltage Electrician) (Figure 4.4), depicted girls learning about how to add 

electricity to a small dollhouse. The imagery of Der Kleine Schwachstrom Elektriker kit 
                                                
648 This number comes from my own records.  
649 “Was Bringt der Nächste Weihnachtsmann?,” Der Junge Pionier 9, no. 10 (March 10, 1956). 
650 Jörg Bohn, “DDR-Spielzeug,” Virtuelles Spielzeugmuseum der 50er-70er Jahre, accessed February 1, 
2015, http://www.puppenhausmuseum.de/ddr-spielzeug.html. 
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presented a rather contradictory message; it encouraged girls to engage in learning about 

an otherwise “masculine” occupation, that of an electrician, highlighting that they could 

expand their horizons beyond traditional toys yet the fact that they could apply electricity 

to a dollhouse reinforced a more traditional idea about what toys were acceptable for 

girls. There was no doubt that the inclusion of girls on the packages of toys that were 

previously intended for boys signaled a change in mindset about gender roles. With 

women in the workforce taking on “male” occupations, toy manufacturers understood 

that girls also needed toys that would prepare them for such future roles as well.  



 

 255 

 

Figure	  4.2:	  “Paperdoll	  Annemarie	  with	  Professional	  Clothes”	  Jörg	  Bohn,	  “DDR-‐Spielzeug,”	  Virtuelles	  
Spielzeugmuseum	  der	  50er-‐70er	  Jahre,	  accessed	  February	  1,	  2015,	  
http://www.puppenhausmuseum.de/ddr-‐spielzeug.html.	  	  	  	  
	  	  

 

Figure	  4.3:	  “The	  Small	  Chemist”	  Jörg	  Bohn,	  “DDR-‐Spielzeug,”	  Virtuelles	  Spielzeugmuseum	  der	  50er-‐
70er	  Jahre,	  accessed	  February	  1,	  2015,	  http://www.puppenhausmuseum.de/ddr-‐spielzeug.html.	  
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Admittedly, these examples are relatively rare and on the whole, the visual culture 

of toys reinforced traditional gender roles. When boys and girls were depicted together 

using technical toys, the boy was typically pictured as operating the toy while the girl was 

either observing or acting as an assistant to the boy. In contrast, the imagery of toy home 

appliances and dolls always showed a girl engaging with it, while the boy watched. In the 

rare instance in which a boy was shown interacting with a doll, he was in the position of 

the doll’s doctor, with a female child as the doll’s mother (Figure 4.5).  

 

Figure	  4.4:	  “The	  Small	  Low-‐Voltage	  Electrician”	  Jörg	  Bohn,	  “DDR-‐Spielzeug,”	  Virtuelles	  
Spielzeugmuseum	  der	  50er-‐70er	  Jahre,	  accessed	  February	  1,	  2015,	  
http://www.puppenhausmuseum.de/ddr-‐spielzeug.html.	  
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Figure	  4.5:	  “The	  capable,	  nice	  doctor	  and	  the	  loving	  doll	  mother	  nurse	  the	  Negro	  child	  [Negerkind]	  
quickly	  back	  to	  health.”	  Die	  Frau	  von	  Heute	  no.	  45	  (November	  1961):	  29.	  
 

The packaging and advertisements for traditionally female toys such as dolls and 

household appliances did not undergo any changes to include images of boys. Instead, 

these toys were advertised as specifically for girls, blatantly contradicting pedagogues’ 

arguments and contributing to East German parents’ traditional gender conceptions and 

attitudes. The selection of toy household and kitchen appliances, dollhouses, and dolls 

available on the consumer goods market was diverse yet they were marketed strictly for 

girls.651 Advertisements for doll strollers, toy dishwashers, washing machines, vacuum 

                                                
651 In the 1950s, the introduction of household appliances on the consumer good market was supposed to 
make housework easier on working East German women. Women desired vacuum cleaners, ovens, 
washing machines, floor waxers, mixers, blenders, toasters, bread slicers and the like, creating a direct link 
between housework and consumption. Although the consumer good industry might not have been able to 
deliver on housewives’ wishes, toy manufacturers could for their children. They produced miniature 
versions of the household appliances of that their mothers desired—yet perhaps did not have in their own 
home because throughout the 1950s and 1960s, household goods were scarce. For example, in 1955 only .4 
percent of households had a refrigerator compared to 6.1 percent in 1960, 25.9 percent in 1965 and 56.4 by 
1970. The numbers were comparable for washing machines, in 1955 only .5 percent of households, 6.2 
percent in 1960, 27.7 in 1965, 53.6 in 1970 (Harsch, 188). Perhaps buying the toy version of these goods 
allowed women to fulfill their desires at least in the miniature and for their children. Consumption is often 
linked to the desire and attainment of something better which intersects with parents’ wishes to provide a 
better life for their children than they had. Therefore, it is possible that by giving their children versions of 
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cleaners and the like often described these products as perfect for the “small housewife,” 

or the “doll mother” and implied that with these toys, girls—not boys—would learn how 

to govern domestic spaces effectively and run a household. 

Product names were also definitively feminine and made very clear which gender 

these toys were intended for: there was the VERO “Sonja” and “Petra” dollhouses that 

were the “ideal toy for the doll mother”; the “Ninette” blender; “Elektra”, “Michaela”, 

“Gabriela”, and “Sybill” sewing machines; and the Piko vacuum “Martina”.652 When 

gender specific rhetoric was absent, the toy’s packaging would then indicate to 

consumers that these products were indeed meant for girls, typically by depicting an 

image of a girl on the packaging (Figure 4.6).  

 

Figure	  4.6:	  Piko	  dishwasher	  and	  washing	  machine	  from	  Piko	  toy	  catalogue,	  1975.	  
 

                                                                                                                                            
the products they themselves longed for, they were inadvertently demonstrating to their children the life 
they wished for them in their future. 
652 “Puppenhäuser ‘Sonja’ und ‘Petra’,” Spielzeug von Heute, no. 1 (1975): 10; Havenstein, 197, 201.  
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Traditional boy toys rarely ever had gender specific names, regardless of whether the 

packaging indicated that they were for both sexes or not. How toys were named can 

perhaps best be explained by a linguistic term called “markedness.”653 For example, 

English uses word order to indicate subject and object, but other languages like German, 

are not restricted by word order and instead use morphological labels called case markers 

to do that job. Often though these case markers are not needed because it is clear what the 

subject and object are—animate beings tend to be subjects, inanimate beings tend to be 

objects, etc.—so in those instances the case markers are left off. When these assumptions 

are violated, using the case markers becomes obligatory: in this case, the girls’ toys are 

effectively “marked” (i.e. not the standard) whereas the boys toys are “unmarked” by not 

having gender specific titles (i.e. for everyone). This system of naming created a 

dichotomy that appears as “feminine” versus “not-feminine”, and “not-feminine” is very 

close to “masculine.” Naming toys in a gender neutral way signals that girls can play with 

boy toys and execute traditionally masculine skills or in other words, there is a wide array 

of toys that anybody can play with. This process of naming created a space where certain 

toys were decidedly feminine and therefore, not for boys. Pedagogues’ argument that 

both sexes should play with the same toys did attempt to eliminate gender divisions 

among toys, but with girls’ toys having such gendered names, it signaled that these toys 

were in fact intended more for girls than boys. Another way to understand this is that the 

process of markedness created a visual vocabulary for consumers that helped them to 

                                                
653 For further reading on markedness in linguistics see, Joan Bybee, “Markedness: Iconicity, Economy and 
Frequency” in Handbook of Linguistic Typology, ed. Jae Jong Song (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 131-147.  
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distinguish which sex a toy was intended for through the toy’s name alone. Toys with 

female names were decidedly for girls, while toys with gender-neutral names were 

intended for everyone, boys and girls alike.  

The most interesting—and perhaps only—example of an East German toy that 

existed in the gender neutral middle ground is the “Biggi-Boy” doll that was produced in 

1975 by VEB Puppenfabrik Waltershausen “Biggi” (Figure 4.7). The doll, which was 

intended for children between the ages of two to five, was simple in form and color and 

lacked any distinguishing gender characteristics because it was “not a boy and also not a 

girl.”654 Its face had a neutral facial expression, its extremities were flexible and could be 

moved into almost any position so that child could easily dress and undress the doll. Its 

clothes were “sparsame [economical], yet functional and consisted of knee-length pants 

made of red, yellow, or blue mousseline and allowed for children to “observe the shapes 

and colors of the body.”655 The doll’s abstract ambiguity in gender and form were meant 

to have a freeing effect on the buyer so that they could “detach themselves from existing 

stereotypes.” For children, the doll helped expand their play imagination, so that play 

would not be restricted by gender or facial expressions—children could “laugh with 

them, but also be sad with them”656 This was the first and only doll in East Germany that 

was specifically and explicitly advertised for both boys and girls, finally rejecting in both 

form and content the traditional notion that dolls were meant for girls. Its name, which 

was decidedly “masculine” with its inclusion of the English word “boy” coupled with the 
                                                
654 Ina-U. Remane, “Neuentwickelte Puppen,” Der Fachberater, no. 1 (1976): 9, SiG. 
655 Ibid.  
656 Ibid.; Thomas Wagener, “Neue Puppe,” Elternhaus und Schule, no. 6 (1977): 18. 
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doll’s ambiguous gender seemed to be the only acceptable doll for boys that the East 

German toy industry ever created.  

 

Figure	  4.7:	  VEB	  Waltershausen	  "Biggi"	  Biggi-‐Boy	  doll.	  Ina-‐U.	  Remane,	  “Neuentwickelte	  Puppen,”	  Der	  
Fachberater,	  no.	  1	  (1976):	  back	  cover.	  	  

 

The overall failure of the toy industry to depict new ideas about gender in the 

visual culture of toys can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, as I demonstrated 

earlier, fathers especially seemed to be resistant to the idea of their sons playing with 

dolls. Coupled with the fact that the gender dynamics within the household did not 

undergo a huge shift in which men took on more household duties, advertisements of 

boys playing with dolls, dollhouses, and household appliances would not reflect the 

reality occurring within the home. In his study on fashion in East Germany, Judd Stitziel 

argues that the SED was unable to exercise absolute power over consumer choices and 
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citizens’ social practices. As the party and state functionaries formulated and 

implemented policies, they were stuck in a process of having continually to seek 

consumers’ approval and adapt quickly and change their plans when faced with resistance 

and discontent leading to “economic realities, consumer desires, and mentalities 

block[ing] the SED’s goal of building a new society.”657 Stitziel’s argument very much 

parallels what I believe was also occurring within the toy industry; that consumer desires 

and men’s resistance to boys playing with “girl” toys shaped the nature and appearance of 

toy advertisements and packaging. Unfortunately, the lack of sources that exist from East 

German toy manufacturers only allow me to hypothesize that this was the case and not 

argue it with certainty. On a more practical level, had the toy industry successfully 

eliminated gender divisions in toys, this would have affected the industry’s profits and 

revenue. The more that toys were intended to be for a specific gender, the less likely 

consumers would be able—and willing—to pass toys between genders and siblings. 

Retaining gender divisions in toys ensured that parents would buy different toys for their 

daughters than they would buy for their sons.  

 By the end of the 1970s, East Germany had undergone significant changes in 

regard to implementing gender equality with the emergence of women in the workforce 

and a Frauenpolitik that attempted to implement equality in the workplace, home, and 

schools that trumped the traditional gender roles of the past. For close to three decades, 

parents were subjected to pleas from state educators to eliminate gender divisions among 

                                                
657 Judd Stitziel, Fashioning Socialism: Clothing, Politics and Consumer Culture in East Germany 
(Oxford  and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2005), 2. 
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toys. These proponents of gender equality argued that because men and women were now 

equal in the GDR, both capable of doing the same job and providing for their families, 

toys should also reflect this reality and allow boys and girls the same developmental 

opportunities; technical toys should no longer be only for boys, while girls should not 

only play with dolls, dollhouses, and toy household appliances. For girls, this marked an 

empowering moment, they were finally allow and encouraged to play with the same toys 

as boys. For boys, their freedom to play with “girl” toys was thwarted by a prevailing 

mental landscape that remained rooted in traditional gender roles, which were revealed 

by men’s resistance to their sons playing with dolls and the lack of change in the visual 

culture and rhetoric of toys and their advertisements. Yet, achieving true gender equality 

was doomed to never become a reality in the world of children’s toys. Ingrained ideas 

about gender, male insecurity, a home and school environment that conveyed conflicting 

messages about children’s expected roles, and a visual culture of toys that encouraged 

them to perform in miniature the full range of adult tasks complete with inscribed gender 

divisions all contributed to the failure of achieving gender equality among children.  
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Conclusion 
This dissertation chronicle the East German government’s attempts to use toys as 

a vehicle to educate children and adults on how to be a socialist consumer and develop 

socialist personalities among the nation’s youngest members. The 1950s and 1960s 

witnessed a crucial moment in the development of a consumer culture of childhood in 

East Germany through the production and consumption of toys. Toys were much more 

than just children’s playthings, they were a part of the state’s initiatives to market a 

particular type of consumer culture, lifestyle, and morality to its population, which at its 

center stood obedience to the state, a commitment to the socialist project and the 

collective, and the importance of work. Through the SED’s efforts to control the toys that 

children played with and parents brought into their homes, East German citizens were 

subject to, and underwent, a state-directed project of consumer training.  

The process of teaching children and parents about toys resulted in both adults 

and children becoming a part of a system where they could participate in play, toy 

selection, and a child's education. Yet, although the toy industry and look and feel of toys 

were controlled by the state, the government ultimately did not have complete control in 

shaping consumer culture, consumer desires and mentalities, and was not entirely 

successful in using toys to transform children’s personalities into socialist personalities. 

Play remained a site of freedom, a place where children could engage with toys and other 

objects in their environment as they wished, as the content of their play could not always 

be directly controlled the state. In addition, parents also were able to carve out a space of 

personal freedom for themselves and their children through the decisions they made 
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about child-rearing and how much or how little they directed their children’s play. And 

this is where the state was not successful: it could never succeed in excluding the 

influences of family and peers, indicating the reality of the limits of the state’s education 

and political control.  

In addition, the shortcomings of the planned economy—conflicting interests in 

the industry, material shortages, engrained social norms, and its inability to completely 

provide for its population—further contributed to the state’s failure to achieve complete 

control over its population and use children’s toys to create socialist personalities. 

However, East German children did grow up in an environment that was different from 

their parents’ and successfully learned how to navigate the socialist society in which they 

grew up. These children did form an identity and character that was different from their 

parents’ generation. In 1965, the General Commanding Officer of the British Sector 

noted: “Those who were teenagers in the early 1960s displayed an identity that was 

utterly different from that of the previous generation, who had still been marked by post-

war scarcities and stronger moral constraints. Young East Germans did not necessarily 

‘ape any rubbish that came out of the West’, to paraphrase Ulbricht, nor did they dismiss 

everything that was home grown in the GDR as ‘rubbish’.”658 

As the nature of East Germany’s consumer culture, and political and economic 

structures can be linked to the state’s ultimate failture in controlling the population, the 

products that circulated throughout the GDR have today become a part of a specific form 
                                                
658 Brock, 221. This quote comes from an August 1965 source written by Major General Peel-Yates, the 
General Commanding Officer of the British Sector, entitled “Report on the mood of East German 
population.”  
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of nostalgia, known as “Ostalgie.” Ostalgie, a neologism of the words East (Ost) and 

nostalgia (Nostalgie), developed after reunification; as East German products disappeared 

from shelves, East Germans developed positive feelings about the past and longed for the 

return of the familiar consumer goods that made up their everyday lives. Through their 

memories and the emerging market for these goods, East Germans have been able to 

maintain a tenuous connection to a material world that no longer exists while 

simultaneously constructing a new identity in post-unified Germany, one in which East 

German toys continue to help build.  
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