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Contemporaries did not know it at the time, but the socialist world had struck
gold. In the summer of 1947, the Soviet-sponsored World Federation of Demo-
cratic Youth introduced a new kind of international event that immediately res-
onated with the young generation. After the years of darkness, despair and
misery, this new celebration, which promised togetherness, joy and hope,
seemed to respond to the needs of young people, mentally and physically
drained by the devastating and total war. During the first gatherings in Prague
(1947), Budapest (1949) and Berlin (1951), this new international event devel-
oped into a recognizable concept, a socialist cultural product, which became
acknowledged both within the socialist orbit and in the “free world”. At the
emergence of the Cold War, misgivings about communist domination over the
festival made Western, non-communist youth organizations boycott the event,
which soon turned into a battleground of the cultural Cold War, where two
blocs projected their competing narratives about youth and the future world.

Prague 1947: The Stage for Postwar Hope

The first World Festival of Youth was held in Czechoslovakia’s capital Prague
in July-August 1947. Approximately 17,000 young people from 71 countries gath-
ered together with around 62,000 locals in a hopeful atmosphere. The cheering
crowd marched through the city centre with portraits of Stalin and other communist
leaders, they enjoyed ballet and folk-dance performances, fooled around in a carni-
val, saw a large exhibition of the role of youth in the war, took excursions to histori-
cal monuments in Prague, and paid visits to Lidice village, a site destroyed by the
German army in June 1942. Some foreign participants had already taken part in vol-
untary reconstruction work in Czechoslovakia prior to the festivities.1 During those
ecstatic summer days, young people were neither bothered by President Winston
Churchill’s “Iron curtain speech”, which had already proclaimed the division of
Europe in March 1946, nor were they worried about the devolving relations between
the Soviet Union and its former Western allies due to the Marshall Plan having been
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introduced in June 1947.2 In Prague, as one of the participants, Ele Alenius, later
penned in his memoirs, ”young people were still friends with one another”.3

Alenius, a Finnish student activist in the Academic Socialist Association of
the University of Helsinki, Minister of Finance in 1966–70 and the leader of the
People’s Democratic Party of Finland in 1967–79, was fascinated by the princi-
pal idea of the festival – that young people would gather together in order to
advance mutual understanding. Alenius’ passion for peace work came from a
leftist family background and his personal experiences at the front. He had
only been 17 when he was called to war against the Soviet Union within the
youngest age group in 1943. “For many years European youth had been on the
opposite sides and killed each other as enemies, but now they would meet in a
completely different spirit. It was something that I had been dreaming of”, he
reminisced.4 Many young Europeans shared his dream and felt strongly about
doing something tangible in order to secure world peace at a moment when the
fear of a new global war had not completely vanished with the signing of the
Paris peace treaty. Between the end of the war and the epoch-making year of
1956, numerous Western fellow travellers, intellectuals, artists and scientists
gave their support to Soviet peace work, most often being active in the World
Peace Council.5 Young workers and left-leaning students found a channel for
these sentiments in the WFDY or the IUS, and in the World Youth Festivals.

Organized only two years after World War II, this massive four-week gathering
with a large cultural and sports program can be regarded as a success for its main
organizer, the WFDY. The summer of 1947 was a busy time in terms of youth
events: in late July, the World Christian Youth Conference met in Oslo, in August,
over 24,000 scouts began their traditional camp Jamboree at Moisson, France, and
the University Summer Games brought student athletes from all around the world
to Paris. Still, this new and unknown event managed to attract to thousands of
European young people from all over the political spectrum. The majority came
from the ranks of the communist and “democratic” youth leagues; however, there
were also notable numbers of social democrat and labour-party youth, members of
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scout organizations as well as some conservatives and liberals.6 One of the non-
communist attendees was a British Conservative Party member, Gordon Grant,
who reviewed the festival in rather positive terms in a letter to the editor of The
Manchester Guardian. Grant had “entered into discussion with people from many
countries, and these were conducted on a friendly basis, politics entering the con-
versation only on rare occasions”.7 Only a few Global South organizations man-
aged to send their people to Prague, yet the WFDY secretariat reassured “that
these countries have a prominent place in the program of the Festival.”8

The idea of the World Youth Festival had been born at the founding congress
of the WFDY in London in November 1945. The initiative was announced at a spe-
cial commission on youth cooperation, which suggested that the WFDY should
hold a festival to widen cultural contacts between countries and to provide a way
of creating pen pals and working camps amongst young people.9 The discussions
for planning the World Youth Festival started in early 1946 in the WFDY executive
committee. Besides Prague, Copenhagen, Paris and Vienna were among the can-
didates, but Vienna was soon dropped because both Austrian and Soviet repre-
sentatives were categorically against it. Yet it was only thirteen years later, in a
very different international situation, that the seventh World Youth Festival was
celebrated in Vienna in 1959.10 Copenhagen and Paris were considered at much
greater length; however, the unstable political climate between Eastern and West-
ern Europe finally prompted the WFDY officials to choose Prague. Both French
and Danish governments refused to endorse the festival, because they were un-
able to ensure that the event was not a communist enterprise.11 Moreover, Paris
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was already going to be crowded, hosting Students’ University Games.12 For the
Soviet Union and the socialist bloc, organizing the first World Youth Festival in
the Western half of Europe would have served as an indicator of the WFDY’s non-
partisan nature and would have helped to present the Festival as a fete of the
whole world. According to similar thinking, the WFDY and many other Soviet
peace movement organizations had their headquarters in Paris and in other West
European capitals up until the early 1950s.13

Prague was a fit and safe choice. Unlike many other capitals in Central
Europe, it had not been as seriously damaged in the war and, most importantly,
state support was ensured.14 The national committee of Czechoslovak youth took
a very positive attitude toward hosting the festival and later the Czechoslovakian
government expressed their approval in informal discussions.15 At that time com-
munists still enjoyed wide public support in Czechoslovakia and rose to power
through democratic elections in 1946.16 Government cooperation guaranteed that
public buildings, venues for mass meetings and accommodation services were
available for the festival guests. Furthermore, public transportation, which dur-
ing the period of reconstruction was not an easy task to deal with in every Euro-
pean country, would run smoothly.17 The only thing that the foreign minister of
Czechoslovakia Jan Mazaryk (1886–1948) demanded from the WFDY was that the
event be strictly non-political.18 Disagreement on the overly political nature of
the youth festival was to be one of the central topics that came to divide Soviet
and Western youth leaders during the years to come. Many Western European
youth leaders did not like the Soviet way of mixing youth activities with high pol-
itics and wished to see the youth festivals purely as cultural events, completely
detached from political agendas.19
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For the Komsomol and the Soviet cultural establishment, the World Youth
Festival stood for more than just an international cultural event: it was an arena
for promoting the USSR as a cultural super power and for selling the socialist
future wrapped up in the rhetoric of peace and friendship. A Komsomol report
on the Prague festival eulogized how the Soviet delegation had “demonstrated
before the youth of the world the predominance of Soviet socialist culture,
showed the high ideological level of our arts and high virtuosity of our musi-
cians.”20 These young virtuosi, competition laureates in arts and sports, who had
brought fame to their socialist Motherland, were celebrated on the pages of Kom-
somol’skaia pravda and other central newspapers and introduced as the rising
stars of Soviet culture and sport for the domestic audience.21 The demonstration
of Soviet culture at the World Youth Festival was not only a question of showing
the “achievements of the Soviet Union” but was part of the plan to become “a
world center of culture”.22 This endeavour was based on the view, inherited from
the Tsarist era, that Russia was the true custodian of Europe’s classical cultural
heritage originating in ancient Greece. While culture in the West had fallen into
moral decadence, Soviet socialist culture represented the most avant-garde of
civilization.23

Soviet festival participation was not simply a matter of the youth league, but,
like any endeavours outside Soviet borders, a state project. The Komsomol with
its head Nikolai Aleksandrovich Mikhailov (1906–82) was responsible for the So-
viet festival arrangements. Mikhailov was born in 1906 to a family of handicrafts.
He joined the Communist Party during Stalin’s cultural revolution in 1930 and
worked as a journalist in Pravda. He became the head of the Komsomol in the
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darkest times of Stalinist terror in 1938 and led the youth league until 1952. Later,
Mikhailov was involved with the Warsaw and Moscow festivals in the capacity of
Soviet ambassador to Poland in 1954–55 and as the minister of culture. The Kom-
somol and the Anti-Fascist Committee of Soviet youth (AKSM),24 the official So-
viet representative at the WFDY and the IUS, enjoyed the full support of several
state bodies in the preparation of delegates, including the Art Committee of the
Council of Ministers (artistic performances), the Ministry of Cinematography
(films), Sports Committee of the Council of Ministers (athletes), and the Minister
of Trade (food for the Soviet delegates during the preparation period). The Minis-
try of the Textile Industry provided costumes, and the respective ministers looked
after the transportation of the delegates. Finally, Mikhailov kept the party leader-
ship, Malenkov, Molotov and Zhdanov, and sometimes even Stalin, updated
about the results of the festival and how the money – 2.2 million roubles allo-
cated for the expenses of the Prague event – were spent.25

A typical Soviet delegation comprised a cultural group, a sport group, polit-
ical leadership including people from the Komsomol Central Committee and the
Communist Party, as well as a group of young workers and peasants from dif-
ferent republics and smaller regions of the country representing a variety of
professions.26 Every Soviet delegate had a special duty: to win a sporting or cul-
tural competition, to tell foreigners about socialism and the successes of the So-
viet Union, or to supervise the other delegates and make sure that they were
doing the right thing – in effect, their task was to serve as missionaries of the
socialist way of life – a responsibility that every Soviet citizen crossing the bor-
der or having contact with foreigners was expected to fulfil.27
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One of the Soviet cultural delegates to the early World Youth Festivals was the
prima ballerina from Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre, Maya Plisetskaya (1925–2015). Pli-
setskaya belonged to the group of “future hopes” and was chosen to the Soviet
team in the ballet competitions at the Prague, Budapest and Berlin festivals. In her
memoirs, Plisetskaya poignantly describes her experiences as a pawn in the Krem-
lin’s propaganda spectacle, which, in her words, “was supposed to become a gran-
diose Hollywood show, to impress the world with the luminous joy of those living
in the Stalinist people’s prison.”28 Written at the time of perestroika and published
in Russia in 1994, Plisetskaya’s memoirs accentuate her bittersweet relationship
with the Soviet system which provided her both with a long, successful career at
the Bolshoi theatre as well as with various limitations on international mobility
and creative work. Plisetskaya’s account offers us a rare chance to take a look be-
hind the public facade of Soviet cultural delegations, to read something that Kom-
somol and party reports or print media do not tell: what being a Soviet delegate
felt like at a time when the USSR was largely isolated, even from the socialist East-
ern Europe.

Plisetskaya moved among the very privileged group of people. During the
late Stalinist years, only a very few selected political and cultural delegations
travelled abroad, while the masses of ordinary citizens were encouraged to
enjoy domestic tourist destinations.29 The Soviet contingents to the World
Youth Festivals included 500 to 1,000 members, and other Soviet youth delega-
tions abroad numbered even fewer (see Table 2). According to a report on the
exchange of youth delegations, a total of 22 Soviet delegations and 1,170 people
travelled abroad in 1953.30

Plisetskaya, as all the Soviet delegates, had to go through a selection process
where the most suitable individuals were chosen to represent their socialist moth-
erland. Every Soviet citizen was obliged to fill out a form, or a short biography
(kharakteristika), to prove that one’s background was both suitable for a model
communist and that there was not a risk that the person might emigrate during
the trip. Besides biographical information and Komsomol/party membership, Pli-
setskaya recalls that the forms listed “a good fifty questions about everybody and
everything. Were you ever prisoners of war, did you live in territories occupied by

 Plisetskaya, Maya, I, Maya Plisetskaya (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 95.
 Gorsuch, All this is, 28–48, 82; Gorsuch, Anne E., “‘There’s No Place like Home’: Soviet
Tourism in Late Stalinism”, Slavic Review, 62, No. 4, 2003, 760–785; Caute, David, The Dancer
Defects: the Struggle for Cultural Supremacy During the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2003), 20–24, 395–396.
 RGASPI, f. M-4, op. 1, d. 1737, l. 7. Otchet ob obmene molodezhnymi i studencheskimi dele-
gatsiiami mezhdu AKSM i zarubezhnymi organizatsiiami v 1953 godu.

Prague 1947: The Stage for Postwar Hope 27



the Germans, your parents’ background, your mother’s maiden name, her employ-
ment record, and of course, everything about your father”. Suspicion of those
among the population who had lived in the western regions was rooted in the Sta-
linist fear that people who had been in contact with Germans or other foreigners
during the war, might not be loyal to the Soviet Union. The possibility of a festival
trip could also be blocked because of difficulties with the Komsomol or the Party,
or, as in Plisetskaya’s case, because her father, a rising apparatchik in the coal in-
dustry, had been shot in 1938 as a class enemy. “It was impossible to hide any-
thing about my father”, Plisetskaya wrote, having feared that she would never be
able to travel outside the country again. After intense questioning in front of the

Tab. 2: Festival Participants and Countries 1947–1989.31

City Year Countries Participants USSR Finland The UK

Prague   ,   

Budapest   ,   

Berlin   ,  , ,
Bucharest   ,  , ,
Warsaw   , ,/, , ,
Moscow   , , , ,
Vienna   ,   ✶
Helsinki   , ✶ , 

Sofia   ,   ✶
East Berlin   , ✶  ✶
Havana   , ,  ✶
Moscow   , ✶ , ✶
Pyongyang   , ,  ✶

Sources: RGASPI, f. 17, op. 137, d. 544, l. 106; RGASPI, f. 17, op. 137, d. 546, l. 102;
RGASPI, f. 17, op. 137, d. 44, l. 84; RGASPI, f. M-1, op. 3, d. 794; Festival mondial de la
jeunesse et des étudiants, Budapest: Fédération mondiale de la jeunesse démocratique,
1949; RGASPI, f. M-4, op. 1, d. 473, ll. 29–33; Krekola, Joni, “Kuumia tunteita ja kylmää
sotaa nuorisofestivaaleilla”, in Työväki ja tunteet, E. Katainen & P. Kotila (eds), Turku:
Työväen historian ja perinteen tutkimuksen seura, 2002, 253. ✶Information not
available.
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Komsomol central committee, she nevertheless was allowed to travel to Prague, a
few days later than the other delegates.32

Prague was especially unforgettable for Plisetskaya because it “still looked
prosperous that year. Private stores, small shops, and markets did not lack for
goods. But we didn’t have any money. We were fed Komsomol-style, in a herd.
And so we only got to look and lick our lips.”33 The prospect of seeing a foreign
country and a widespread appreciation of the World Youth Festivals in the Soviet
Union made the festival trips desirable and the ability to secure a spot in one
very difficult. Young musical and athletic talents saw in this a great opportunity
to test their skills in the international arena and many future stars, such as vio-
linist Leonid Kogan, and singers Èdita P’ekha and Sofia Rotaru, began their ca-
reers abroad at the World Youth festivals.34 Cellist Mstislav Rostropovich became
the star of the Prague Festival in 1947 after winning the cello competition with
marvelous reviews. The successful competition made him famous beyond the
Soviet borders, especially in Czechoslovakia. A year later Rostropovich repre-
sented his country again at the Budapest festival, and again won the first prize
with his compatriot Daniil Shafran. At the Bucharest festival in 1953, Rostropo-
vich was on the jury.35

A similar cavalcade of top Western musicians and artists was not seen at the
festival. The United States and Great Britain, then still formally Soviet allies, had
strong reservations concerning the Prague gathering. Unlike with the founding
congress of the WFDY in London in 1945, which had been supported by such
names as President Harry Truman, Mrs Eleanor Roosevelt and Prime Minister
Clement Attlee, the Western governments chose a different strategy toward the fes-
tival.36 The US State Department had been informed about its communist links
and adopted a policy of not sending an official delegation to the gathering, fearing
the consequences if an authoritative US delegation should be implicated in anti-
US resolutions. The US embassy in Prague saw things differently and suggested
sending a delegation, which “could have played a leading role in the festival and
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seriously jeopardized Soviet use of [the] festival as [a] vehicle of Communist propa-
ganda”.37 In similar fashion, American and British newspapers still preferred the
way of cooperation, although hints and informed guesses about communist domi-
nance in the WFDY and the IUS were in the air. They remarked on Soviet prepared-
ness to utilize this new forum in the promotion of the USSR, while maintaining
that the USA had missed a golden opportunity to showcase American life to Cen-
tral East European youth.38 The New York Times lamented that “Soviet Russia had
‘stolen the show’ because of the quality of their exhibits and performers”. While
the Soviet exhibition had demonstrated “a giant statue of Stalin” and propaganda
on the achievements of Soviet youth, “the American display emphasized lynching,
racial tensions and ‘worried-looking’ veterans of World War II”.39 In The Washing-
ton Post, William Attwood similarly mourned the missed opportunity to use the
festival for American ends: “these [youth festivals] provide the best opportunities
for meeting the ideological opposition on its own grounds”. Attwood regarded the
lack of American participation in the festival “a striking example of how American
apathy, ignorance and stinginess is helping communism win the battle of ideas in
Eastern Europe”.40

The most vigorous adversary of the Prague festival was, however, the Catholic
Church, which viewed the Soviet way of appealing to young people as especially
dangerous because it was itself undertaking missions against the same target
group. The Vatican and the Catholic Church had opposed communism since the
late 19th century and this fight was only accelerated by the Soviet Union’s success
in World War II. Pope Pius XII, whose papacy lasted from 1939–58, was especially
afraid of the fact that the Catholic countries in Eastern Europe were falling under
Soviet dominance.41 According to Soviet monitoring report, Pius XII advised young
people not to choose communism on Radio Vatican: “Do not betray yourselves by
travelling to Prague; this is indeed the way that leads to Moscow”.42 Pius XII was
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on target. In September 1947, only a month after the end of the Prague festival,
Stalin’s chief ideologist Andrei Zhdanov announced that the world had divided
into two opposing camps in a speech given at the founding congress of the Comin-
form. Both the speech and the establishment of a new international communist
organization marked the Soviet leadership’s decision to abandon the path of coop-
eration with the West.43 The division of the world had become a reality.

Propaganda Spectacle, Socialist World’s Fair,
or Stalinist Olympics?

When the World Youth Festival entered the scene on July 1947, very few
contemporaries knew what this new event was all about. During its first years, the
festival was called a “congress”, a “jamboree”, its exhibitions were described as
being akin to a “world’s fair in miniature”, and the sports activities compared to the
Olympic Games.44 Later, the festival was even considered Stalin’s “counter-Olympic
boycott”.45 It did not take long before the epithets like “communist”, “red”, and
“Soviet-sponsored” became the dominant labels for the festival in non-communist
Western media. Given that the USSR had created an alternative Olympics, the Spar-
takiads, in the 1920s, it was tempting to think that the rationale behind the World
Youth Festival was to make it a competitor to existing international events. Rather
than attempting to create a Stalinist Olympics or a Socialist World’s Fair, the organ-
izers of the youth festival managed to put together a completely new kind of inter-
national event that combined elements from the Western mega-events as well as
from socialist celebration traditions. While many of the contemporary youth events,
such as the Scout Jamborees and Christian and student organizations’ events were
for a limited audience, the World Youth Festival attempted to become a globally rec-
ognized gathering for all young people. Moreover, like the Olympic Games and the
World’s Fairs, which contributed to the formation of international public culture,46

the designers of the World Youth Festival intended to do the same. A widely
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appreciated cultural event would facilitate the authority of the WFDY as the speaker
of world youth, help recruit new members, and, above all, it would support the
USSR’s self-proclaimed position as the world leader in culture.47

In terms of its contents, the World Youth Festival was an ambitious under-
taking. Its programme combined cultural activities (classical and folk music,
ballet, artistic competitions, theatre and dancing performances, film screen-
ings, exhibitions), sport games, leisure activities (visits to tourist attractions,
camp fire evenings, get-togethers) and political functions (meetings, seminars,
visits to local factories and schools).48 In the festival designers’ desire to cover
every human endeavour from culture to sports, from political and educational
to recreational and entertaining activities, the World Youth Festival was a
unique enterprise. Yet its institutional structure and message had roots in the
existing forms of celebration traditions in both the capitalist West and the so-
cialist East.

While the available sources do not illuminate the initial and developing
thinking behind the festival, the vast amount of materials produced by the
Komsomol, the CPSU, the WFDY, the IUS and national youth organizations con-
sulted for this study widely illustrate its resemblance to the largest interna-
tional events of that time. Before the Prague festival, the organizers keenly
followed the Scout movement’s Jamboree, a large international summer camp
held regularly in different parts of the world from the 1920s onwards.49 Such
elements as singing round a campfire, a special scarf for each festival, and na-
tional uniforms might have been borrowed from the scout movement.50 Much
more than the jamborees, however, the World Youth Festival resembles the
World’s fairs and the Olympic Games.

The World’s Fairs, especially in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, can be
seen as manifestations of Western technological modernity and dominant Western
cultural values. Similarly, the World Youth Festivals promoted an idea of moder-
nity; however, it was an alternative view largely shaped by the Soviet way of envi-
sioning the future. Especially the national exhibitions and the artistic competitions
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at the festivals resembled the World’s Fairs in their attempt to demonstrate the
best qualities of each nation’s cultural traditions but concurrently provided forums
for the organizers to disseminate their dominant cultural ideas.51

The closest capitalist model for the World Youth Festival was, however, the
Olympic Games. Exactly like the Olympics, and modern sport in general, the
World Youth Festival simultaneously emphasized national representation and a
transnational, universal agenda of bringing peoples together in the spirit of
friendship and mutual understanding.52 Both events occurred in regular cycles,
teams wore national uniforms, organization was taken care of by the Interna-
tional Festival/Olympic Committees, they used recognizable symbols and shared
similar quasi-religious rituals (torch/festival relay, the opening ceremony, releas-
ing doves, and a special hymn).53 At the early festivals, the organizers used either
the white dove designed by Pablo Picasso for the World Peace Congresses or a
picture where male and female figures held hands around a globe – using the
same idea as the United Nations’ globe symbol.54 In contrast to the thinking of
the father of the modern Olympics, Pierre de Coubertin, who embraced the idea
of mixing intellectual and physical arts, in practice the Olympic Games came to
be understood principally as a sporting competition. The World Youth Festival,
conversely, better managed to embrace every part of human culture, and was
therefore closer to the conception of both the ancient and Coubertin’s Olympic
ideals, in that it combined “sports, the arts, technology and culture as mutually
enriching and interrelated aspects of human life”.55
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Given that the organizers, the WFDY and the IUS, had their organizational
roots in the international communist movement and that most of the represen-
tatives in their decision-making bodies were either communists or sympa-
thizers, it is obvious that the World Youth Festival leaned on socialist models of
mass celebration. Festivals and other forms of public celebration played an im-
portant role in implementing the new Soviet culture and in legitimizing the
new rule in the 1920s and 1930s. Public celebrations, as James von Geldern
notes, “become particularly meaningful during times of revolutionary change,
when societies not only must project themselves into the future but must grap-
ple with the legacy of their past”.56 Soviet public mass festivals embodied myr-
iad ends. On one hand, public celebrations sought to bring the state and its
people closer to each other, while on the other, they were used in propagandiz-
ing the correct values.57 The World Youth Festival drew on Soviet mass culture
tradition in many respects, yet it also differed from it a great deal. Like the
May Day parades, Women’s day celebration, International Spartakiads, or the

Fig. 1: Releasing doves at the opening ceremony of the Bucharest festival in 1953.
Photographer: Yrjö Lintunen, People’s Archive, Helsinki.
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physical culture parades, the World Youth Festival was organized top-down,
and the mixture of cultural and political dimensions, as well as the centrality of
visual propaganda, constituted an essential part of it. The festival programme
was based on the Soviet conception of culture as a mixture of high (classic arts,
ballet, fine arts) and popular (folk music and dancing, film, mass events).58

The first international celebrations arranged by the communist youth move-
ment were an International Youth Week and International Youth Day that were
celebrated annually from the 1910s to the early 1940s. Both were established by
the Second Youth International, and continued to be organized by its successor,
the Communist Youth International.59 During World War II, the World Youth
Council (the predecessor of the WFDY) revived this tradition by launching World
Youth Week and World Youth Day. Both remained part of the WFDY’s annual
calendar in the post-war period; however, they never received as much attention
as did the World Youth Festival.60 Compared with these earlier international
events of the communist youth movement, the World Youth Festival was far
larger: instead of one week, the World Youth Festival lasted approximately two
weeks, it gathered thousands of participants and the scope of combined events
of culture and sport was something never seen before. Furthermore, while Inter-
national and World Youth Weeks had been celebrated separately in each coun-
try, the World Youth festival provided a common place for young people from
different countries to party together.61 A festival that demanded travelling abroad
made the participation much more limited than that of World Youth Week,
which everybody had been able to celebrate equally at home. Therefore, the
WFDY and the IUS encouraged national and local associations to arrange na-
tional and local events prior to each festival in order to highlight the forthcoming
global celebration, create possibilities for wider masses to manifest peace and
friendship, and select the best of the best to represent one’s country at the World
Youth Festival. As a WFDY circular reminded, “our Festival must be representa-
tive of the best members of the youth movement and not merely of those who
can afford a vacation abroad.” Indeed, the World Youth Festival was meant to be
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the highlight of the “democratic” youth movement, a special forum to perform
peace and friendship.62

As a cultural mass event of the refashioned communist movement, which strove
for a world-wide audience and recognition, the World Youth Festival followed the
tactics of the Soviet peace project. Any direct references to communism or the
USSR were avoided and instead the event was marketed with such key terms as
internationalism, progress, democracy, peace and mutual understanding.63 World
Youth and World Student News, the organs of the WFDY and the IUS, as well as
local communist papers, repeated the core idea of the festival in textual and visual
representations that, during the early festivals, formed a specific narrative, which
gave the festival its agenda, shape and recognizable image. The “peace and
friendship narrative” depicted the World Youth Festival as a universal cultural

Fig. 2: Finnish participants mingling with new friends at the Bucharest festival in 1953.
Source: The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.
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forum, which united young people all across the world.64 The idea of universalism
was emphasized in the public representations of the festival, for example by listing
the international youth and student organizations that had officially taken part.65

Each World Youth Festival was planned and designed by an International Prepara-
tory Committee (IPC), which was formed for each festival by the WFDY council.
The IPC consisted of political activists of the democratic youth and student move-
ments, artists, athletes, young revolutionaries from Global South countries and
well-known figures of cultural and political life, often Western fellow travellers.66

Each IPC dealt with the festival program and with practical matters in cooperation
with local youth organizations and communist parties, such as accommodation,
transportation and visas.67 The Komsomol and the CPSU operated in the IPC
through AKSM representatives, who pushed through Soviet aims.68 None of the
World Youth Festivals were fully dictated by the Komsomol and the Communist
Party; however, they had the ultimate power to control which elements, emphases
and political slogans were chosen for each festival. As much as the World Youth
Festival aspired to represent universal values and serve as global platform for cul-
tural exchange, it was predominantly a Soviet cultural product.

Budapest 1949: Cold War Cultural Frontlines Take Shape

Preconditions for a global event promoting world peace shattered soon after
Prague and the second World Youth Festival held in Budapest, Hungary be-
tween 14 and 28 August 1949 was celebrated in a very different world. The ear-
lier hope for cooperation between the US and the USSR had gone and the
former allies had turned into two antagonist blocs, sealed by the establishment
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of the Communist Information Bureau (Cominform) in October 1947 and the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in April 1949.

The same wind blew within the international youth and student world, where
the frontline settled between the Soviet-sponsored “democratic youth movement”
and the defenders of the “free world”. After the Prague festival, Soviet dominance
and behind-the-scenes manoeuvring began to narrow the possibilities for voicing
oppositional views within the WFDY and the IUS. This resulted in resignations and
led to the scandalous expulsion of a WFDY secretary, the Danish Svend Beyer-
Pedersen, and four Scandinavian organizations from the WFDY in 1948. The WFDY
leadership accused Beyer-Pedersen and the organizations of harming the federa-
tion with their talks; however, Soviet reporting on the matter shows that the under-
lying reason was an irreconcilable disagreement on the role of youth and student
organizations and Soviet officials’ refusal to tolerate any oppositional voices.69 Eu-
ropean and North-American liberal and conservative youth and student groups,
which had left the Soviet dominated organizations or had not been involved with
them at all, felt they needed to create competing international organizations to
challenge WFDY-IUS dominance. During 1946–1950, the WFDY and the IUS gained
three rivals. Socialist youth had followed their own path already in 1946 by estab-
lishing the International Union of Socialist Youth (IUSY). Non-communist youth
and the student bloc gained new members as the World Assembly of Youth (WAY)
was founded in 1948 and the International Student Conference (ISC) with its Coor-
dinating Secretariat (COSEC) a year after the Budapest festival in 1950. All three or-
ganizations aimed at offering a free and independent alternative to the communist
WFDY and IUS. As was revealed two decades later, these organizations were not as
independent as they claimed to be: the IUSY and ISC/COSEC received funds from
the CIA, and the WAY functioned in association with the British foreign office.70

The growing understanding of the Soviet and communist dominance of the
WFDY and the IUS made non-communist organizations boycott the festival and
caused a significant drop in participant numbers. Whilst the Prague festival had
appealed to over 17,000 foreign youths, the Budapest celebration gathered only
roughly 10,000 young people from abroad. The clear majority of the attendants, as
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much as 82 per cent, were communists, and approximately 90 per cent of them
were from Europe.71 Around 10,400 official delegates represented 82 countries, in-
cluding 1,760 from Czechoslovakia, 1,143 from France, 1,100 from Austria, 770
from Germany, 680 from Poland and 449 from Great Britain.72 Even though the
attendance met the organizers’ goal, which had been 10,000 delegates, the drop in
7,000 compared to the attendance in Prague did not look good as a signifier of the
prestige of the event. In fact, a later Soviet publication enhanced the number of
participants to 20,000 in order to show linear growth in participation figures.73

The division of the world radically shifted the festival rhetoric. The drive
for universalism, still so central in Prague, was replaced by open antagonism
towards the Soviet Union’s new enemies, which in Ted Hopf’s terms was em-
bodied in “the discourse of danger”.74 “The meaning of the festival is”, eluci-
dated the Komsomol head Nikolai Mikhailov in a press conference in Budapest
“that it once again helped the democratic youth of the world to see its friends
and its foes, to understand, which path for youth is the right one.”75 Articles in
Komsomolskaia Pravda draw the line between “the peace forces” (pro-Soviet
group) and the fascist/imperialist aggressors (those who did not support the So-
viet policy). Festival participants now constituted a more definite group, which
no longer consisted of just any young person: they represented “the progressive
youth of the world”, whose peace activism translated into the fight against fas-
cism and “reaction”.76 Shrewdly, the peace and friendship rhetoric focused
more on an active fight against the enemy than on actual ways of progressing
peace. This was a characteristic feature of the Soviet peace agenda and sepa-
rated it from “the passive spirit of bourgeois pacifism”.77
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In Soviet society, the shift in rhetoric towards the outside world was followed
by a series of anti-Western campaigns until the end of the Stalin era.78 These cam-
paigns aimed at uprooting Western influence in arts and science, resulting in a
xenophobic atmosphere and spy mania that particularly targeted pro-western ar-
tists and scientists, slandered as “rootless cosmopolitans” who “kowtowed to the
West”.79 The spy-mania also affected Soviet-led international organizations and
their member organizations. In between friendship meetings and peace demon-
strations, the Komsomol leadership was occupied with locating possible foes in-
side the foreign festival delegations. Nikolai Mikhailov and other Komsomol
bureaucrats were on the alert for suspicious talks and behaviour that was not in
line with the ideal performance of peace and friendship. In a report to Stalin, for
example, Mikhailov estimated that the US, French, British, Canadian and Italian
delegations had included suspicious elements, possibly even spies. One of the in-
dicators of the existence of “reactionaries”, the report stated, had been that
French sportsmen wanted to carry out the sport competitions without any politi-
cal slogans.80 In Soviet bureaucrats’ understanding, culture and politics were in-
tertwined aspects of state-organized youth activity, where apolitical culture or
individualistic approaches to life would not help the common cause. The World
Youth Festival was no exception to that.81 It was seemingly hard for the Komso-
mol servants to understand why members of communist or “democratic” organi-
zations, who, they thought, shared the same political and ideological goals, were
not willing to use the World Youth Festival for promoting these political agendas.

The most egregious indicator of the growing connection to Soviet foreign
policy and the changing situation within the WFDY-IUS was the treatment of
the Yugoslav youth organization before the Budapest festival. The background
to this was the break between Stalin and the Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito,
who had decided to build socialism without copying the Soviet example. As a
result, Yugoslavia was expelled from the Cominform in 1948 and its relations
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with the USSR were not restored until 1955.82 One target of the deteriorated So-
viet-Yugoslav relations was the People’s Youth Organization of Yugoslavia
(Narodna Omladina Yugoslavije).

In July 1949, shortly before the start of the Budapest festival, Nikolai Mi-
khailov suggested to Georgi Malenkov, a member of the Soviet Politburo, that
they should not issue more than five visas to Yugoslavs in order to prevent
them from organizing any provocations in the name of Tito at the festival. Mi-
khailov envisaged that in the best-case scenario Yugoslavians might completely
skip the festival.83 In the end, only one Yugoslav representative, a member of
the international preparatory committee of the festival, Dževad Midžič, was is-
sued a visa to Hungary. Midžič was arrested upon his arrival, taken under
guard to the border and expelled from Hungary. The reason given for this pro-
cedure was that his visa and passport were not in order. As a consequence, Yu-
goslavia was not represented at the festival and the organizers did not even put
their national flag on display.84 This had long-lasting repercussions. The Yugo-
slavian youth and student organizations did not participate in the World Youth
Festivals again until the Moscow 1957 event.

The WFDY’s official explanation claimed that the Yugoslav Youth organiza-
tion had not participated in the Budapest festival because Yugoslav officials
had denied them the right to travel. They also claimed that Yugoslavs had not
given transit visas to Albanian delegates. The Yugoslav organization attempted
to demonstrate their version of the story in a leaflet entitled Why the Yugosla-
vian Youth did not Take Part in the International Youth and Student Festival in
Budapest. According to the leaflet, the Yugoslav youth organization had pre-
pared for the festival but Hungarian officials had not issued their visas in time.
Furthermore, they stated that Albanians had never even requested transit-visas
from Yugoslavian officials.85

The Yugoslav case ended speculation on the nature of the World Youth Fes-
tival. On 21 August 1949, M.S. Handlers used the treatment of the Yugoslav
youth organization at the Budapest festival as an example of the changes in
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Soviet foreign policy.86 Two days later The New York Times reported on the Bu-
dapest festival simply by publishing a photograph of the opening ceremony at
the Pest Stadium, portraying the march of the national delegations to the sta-
dium with a massive picture of Josef Stalin. In the background the huge por-
traits of Lenin, general secretary of the Hungarian Communist Party Mátyás
Rákosi and, once again, Stalin decorated the stadium.87 The Washington Post
described the Budapest festival bluntly as communist88 and The Manchester
Guardian noted only the results of the World Student Games, organized by the
IUS concurrently with the World Youth Festival. The writer believed that the
political character of the festival would diminish the meaning of the World Stu-
dent Games in the future.89 The difference in the scale of the coverage between
the Prague and Budapest festivals was huge. While in 1947 some US newspa-
pers had considered not sending an official delegation a weakness, in 1949 they
only shortly remarked the communist gathering.

The decision of major non-communist organizations and Western governments
to boycott the Budapest festival meant that the USSR had unlimited possibilities
for showcasing its supremacy there. The idea was no longer to show Soviet great-
ness vis-à-vis capitalist culture and sport, but to demonstrate its position as the
bloc leader – the first among equals. This was the case especially at the festival’s
cultural and sport competitions. Because there were no state-sponsored teams
from the capitalist countries, the competitions were diminished into intra-bloc bat-
tles between the Soviet Union and its socialist little brothers. Whereas the USSR
and other socialist countries allocated vast resources to their lavish cultural pro-
gram, Western festival groups were on their own, lacking state resources and un-
able to get the biggest stars to compete in the artistic competitions. While the
Soviet cultural representatives included world-famous names such as composer
Vano Muradeli and long-distance runner Vladimir Kuts, Western cultural delega-
tions and sport teams were mostly full of unknown names.

“There were no foreigners”, commented Maya Plisetskaya on this bizarre
situation in her memoirs: “With whom were we going to compete? In addition
to the dancers from Moscow, there were dancers from Leningrad, Kiev, Tbilisi,
and Tashkent – some ‘friendship of peoples’!”90 Plisetskaya’s recollection inci-
sively describes the supreme Soviet presence at the festivals and the way in
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which Soviet supremacy was performed. At the early festivals the Soviet com-
petitors won almost everything there was to win, making Soviet superiority a
commonly known condition at the competitions.91 “The first prize went to the
USSR, of course, it was always like that”, bitterly commented a Finnish balle-
rina Elsa Sylvestersson on the ballet contest at the Bucharest 1953 festival.92 It
was not until the Warsaw 1955 festival that the Komsomol leadership ques-
tioned the value of organizing the cultural competitions without serious partici-
pation from the capitalist countries.93

For Hungarians the Budapest festival appeared as one of the few international
gatherings with Western attendees in many years. Hungary had been allied with
Nazi Germany and was occupied by the USSR at the end of the war. By the time of
the festival, the country was already in the hands of the communists, who utilized
the youth festival to make the image of the Party more appealing to locals and
showcase Budapest as a prime example of a good socialist society. Popular opinion
about the Soviet impact on Hungary varied: while some considered it as a libera-
tor, others were more sceptical about the new communist-led regime. Although
the festival was a Soviet export and a communist undertaking, the local population
probably viewed a cheerful youth celebration much more positively than the previ-
ous Soviet presence they had experienced: plundering and raping soldiers at the
end of the war.94 In an account published in 1960, Hungarian poet and writer
Tamas Aczel (1921–1994) and journalist Tibor Meray (1924–2020), both of whom
later emigrated to the West, describe the festival and the general atmosphere in
Budapest in the summer of 1949 still with fairly positive terms. “The young people
exchanged ties, took snapshots of each other, and pledged never again to take up
arms against each other. [. . .] The town lived and vibrated and was happy as it
has never been since the war. This was the golden era. It was the epitome of the
new system.”95 Aczel and Meray maintained that some people were already suspi-
cious of the glamorous festivities and shops full of things to buy, calling it “a ‘Po-
temkin prosperity’”, but many Hungarians were still fascinated by the new system
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and “since there was no sudden change in sight, such misgivings fell on deaf
ears”.96 Aczel’s and Meray’s account probably echoes the views of some Hungar-
ians but not the whole population, who held varying opinions on the new regime.

The sharpened tensions in world affairs, the ubiquitous Stalin cult or even
the conflicts in the youth and student organizations did not necessarily resonate
with foreign participants in Budapest. Also fascinated by Budapest was Pekka
Kanerva, a regional secretary of the Finnish Democratic Youth League, who had
dreamed of traveling to a socialist country. Kanerva, who worked in a local tex-
tile factory, journeyed to Budapest as a member of a communist youth choir. Ka-
nerva, who did not know any foreign languages, found a way of communicating
with other foreign delegates via singing internationally known labour movement
songs, folk tunes and new pieces specially composed for the World Youth Festi-
vals, like the hymn of the democratic youth.97 The hymn of the democratic youth,
composed by Anatoli Novikov and written by poet Lev Oshanin for the Prague
festival, was an essential element in the soundscape of the World Youth Festi-
vals. Novikov’s hymn became familiar to young peace activists and everyone rec-
ognized the tune even if people were singing in different languages. For many
attendees, singing and marching together formed an empowering experience
and reinforced their feeling of solidarity. “The lyrics told about the lives of young
people, they resonated with us”, explained a Finnish participant. Singing to-
gether with like-minded people formed an experience of acceptance for capitalist
working-class youths, whose political activism was often questioned or criticized
in their home countries.98 What was empowering for some, sounded like propa-
ganda to the others. John Clews, a contemporary American writer on communist
propaganda, considered the WFDY hymn a powerful song with lyrics acceptable
for any young person. “It is sung as the climax to rallies, with everyone holding
hands, a technique that draws in the most reluctant”.99

Maya Plisetskaya’s experiences with, and the context for, group singing
tells a different story. In her recollections, singalongs and other festival related
rituals appeared as coercive, even oppressive practices from which a Soviet del-
egate could not escape. She felt that one was obliged to participate in rituals
not only in public events but also within the Soviet delegation. Every time
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Soviet delegates sat in a bus being transported to a concert or a meeting, Pliset-
skaya reminisces,

we sang Novikov’s hymn to youth, ‘we are the children of different peoples and we live
inspired by the dream of peace’, a hundred times, out of tune, but with dedication. There
were many spies. If you didn’t burst into song, you were considered incompatible, unreli-
able. So whether or not you had a good voice, you’d join in the singing

Group singing, the Novikov hymn in particular, would follow Plisetskaya at dif-
ferent occasions in all three festivals she attended. She describes the festivals as
repetitions of state orchestrated performances with ballet competition, concerts,
meetings and factory visits all ended with speeches and “a show of brotherli-
ness”, where all “the participants would hold hands in friendship and sing the
same Novikov hymn, ecstatically chanting, ‘Stalin, Stalin, peace, peace, friend-
ship, friendship’”.100 Plisetskaya’s description is an incisive portrayal of what
was expected of Soviet artists when they participated in the performance of
peace and friendship. It was not only at the concerts, performances and shows,
where the Soviet delegates represented their socialist motherland; rather, any-
time they were present in public, or, as in the citation above, when they were
assembled as a group, they were supposed to perform the Soviet way of living.
“Half of the delegation [. . .] were eavesdropping escorts”, Plisetskaya writes.
“There were ears and eyes all around you. One small misstep and they’d send
you home. You’d never get to go anywhere again. And they did send people
home!” Sadly for Plisetskaya, after the trips to the youth festivals she missed the
first episode of the opening of cultural exchange between the USSR and the West
and the first foreign tours of the Bolshoi theatre because she was banned from
travelling abroad until 1959.101

Plisetskaya and other Soviet delegates were admired by young communists
from capitalist Europe eagerly wishing to meet with representatives of the So-
viet Union. “People leave their places and run to the green field to be able to
see the ambassadors of Soviet youth” is how Komsomol’skaia pravda described
the welcome the Soviet delegates received at the opening ceremony at the Bu-
dapest festival.102 To the disappointment of young people from Northern and
Western Europe, personal contact with Soviet youth was often not possible
since the only places Soviet delegates seemed to appear in public were the con-
cert halls, sport stadia or other venues of the official program. Therefore, Soviet
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delegates often remained distant, leaving youth from other countries looking
out for the rare chance for informal encounter.103 This was a crucial point at
which Soviet cultural diplomacy failed to utilize its full potential: namely the
great enthusiasm Western young people felt towards the Soviet peace project in
the early Cold War. Instead of allowing free face-to-face contact, the Soviet
strategy was to demonstrate the successes of the country and the socialist sys-
tem with superior but distant ambassadors of Soviet socialism.

Berlin 1951: The Cultural Battle between Socialism
and Capitalism

The first two World Youth Festivals had gone more or less peacefully, but the
third one in Berlin in August 1951 became an unparalleled cultural clash be-
tween the Soviet Union and the United States. The Korean war that was under-
way during the festival had already brought the world to the brink of World
War III, but placing the festival in Berlin, a divided city and the most heated
spot in Cold War Europe, guaranteed the event the flavour of a battle between
the superpowers. Western governments who had either ignored or boycotted
the earlier rallies were forced to react now that the Soviet-sponsored celebration
was taking place right under their noses. What followed was a propaganda bat-
tle, where both sides used soft and hard tactics in order to show one’s own sys-
tem in a favourable light.104

In Berlin, Western governments were well prepared to challenge Soviet ef-
forts to influence the opinion of world youth. Prior to the festival, some govern-
ments denied visas to young people willing to participate in the festival and
West European countries forbade transit travel through their territories, includ-
ing Western occupation zones in Austria. The biggest media spectacle grew
around the British delegation, which faced serious difficulties during their jour-
ney to Berlin; especially in the US occupation zone in Austria, where some 300
British delegates were halted for several days before they managed to travel on
to Berlin.105 In the end, the group only managed to get there by the time of the
closing ceremony. Back home, they published a leaflet entitled The Innsbruck
Story, which criticized the US and French policies of hindering travel to the
festival.
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The strongest protest must be made at the gross infringement of travel rights, and at the
brutal and humiliating treatment of these young people. For underlying the denial of the
right to travel freely to Berlin, is the wider, deeper issue of the right of young British peo-
ple to establish friendship with the youth of other countries – not only those with which
we may agree, but also those from precisely the countries with which it is most necessary
to reach understanding to-day.106

The Western counter-measures and travel bans left lasting memories in partici-
pants’ minds. In comparison with the other festivals, the Berlin festival narratives
more often focused on the juxtaposition of East and West, “the peace-loving So-
viet bloc” versus “the capitalist warmongers”. The hardships that the British dele-
gation faced during the trip to Berlin exemplified the inconsistency between
rhetoric and practice in the Western governments. A British communist Denis
Hill, a member of the communist youth league and later a worker for the IUS
paper World Student News in the 1950s, confronted Western counter-measures in
France. All the traffic through Western Germany had been cancelled, and so the
special trains booked for the British delegation never appeared. Hill and his party
were rescued by the ocean liner MS Batory sent by the Polish government, and in
the end, thanks to this “magnificent act of solidarity”, Hill missed only a few days
of the festival.107 Peter Waterman, another British worker in the World Student
News in the 1950s, travelled on the same boat with Hill to Berlin. Waterman had
just become a member in the communist youth league and was heading towards
his first foreign adventure at the age of fifteen.108 An interviewee from Birming-
ham was not as lucky. He was in the British contingent travelling through the al-
lied and Soviet occupation zones in Austria, was stuck in the US zone for days
and finally got to Berlin only to see the closing ceremonies. He could not remem-
ber much about the festival itself but the thrilling journey left a lasting memory of
the Western governments’ way to handle the red danger.109 Before the Berlin festi-
val had even begun, the Western governments had turned the question of free de-
mocracies vs totalitarian regimes upside down. Now it seemed that it was actually
the Western democracies which were creating barriers to free mobility, not those
states accused of erecting the iron curtain in the first place.110 We now know what
the socialist regimes did to restrict travel from Eastern Europe, but the thousands
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of young workers and leftist students on their way to Berlin were not all aware of
this in August 1951. What they experienced went hand in hand with the festival
organizers’ narrative about the corrupt and demoralized Western governments,
who, instead of building bridges, were blocking free movement. What kind of
states forbid their citizens from travelling to a peace festival?

The Berlin festival was carried out in cooperation with the Free German Youth
(Freie Deutsche Jugend, FDJ),111 the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), the Berlin city administration, different state
bodies, including the state security policy, Stasi, the international preparatory
committee of the WFDY and IUS and the Soviet Control Commission. The main or-
ganizer was FDJ head Erich Honecker, who as leader of the GDR again welcomed
world youth to the Berlin World Youth Festival in 1973.112 While the first two World
Youth Festivals had primarily displayed Soviet cultural achievements, the Berlin
festival became an unparalleled showcase of Soviet geographical and cultural
power. The CPSU and the Komsomol paid substantially more attention to the Ber-
lin gathering than any other festival held outside the Soviet Union before and after
1951. Usually the Komsomol officials took care of the reporting from the festival,
but in the case of Berlin, the Soviet Control Commission took the leading role. For
the USSR, Berlin and East Germany were in many ways exceptional. Unlike the
other people’s democracies, the Soviet Union controlled only part of Germany and
part of Berlin, both of which were divided between the former allies. This made
Berlin a continuous scene of political, diplomatic and also cultural Cold War, the
most well-known incidents being the Berlin blockade in 1948 and the erection of
the Berlin wall in 1961.113

Given the special status of Germany in the Cold War, the Komsomol and the
Party had considerably brighter prospects for using the World Youth Festival to
consolidate Soviet cultural influence in the GDR, and they utilized that opportunity.
Soviet cultural strategy in East Germany was to make a break with the Nazi past
and to guide German culture toward a Soviet type of socialist culture.114 The World
Youth Festival with parades, demonstrations and friendship meetings appeared as
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an excellent opportunity to “re-educate” East German youth, to enhance Soviet in-
fluence in the country. Berliners, according to Soviet reporting, worked “voluntar-
ily” at construction sites where new stadia, swimming pools and sport halls were
being built, and approximately 100,000 Berliners gave their homes to foreign visi-
tors for accommodation – free of charge.115

With 26,000 official delegates from 104 countries, and around two million
East German young people, the Berlin festival became the first among the grandi-
ose celebrations of the 1950s and started a golden age of the festival.116 During the
two-week festivities, peace and friendship symbols covered the centre of Berlin,
along with political portraits of communist leaders Stalin, Mao, Kim Il-Sung, and
the GDR bosses prime minister Otto Grotewohl, president Wilhelm Pieck, and
SED first secretary Walter Ulbricht (see Figure 3). Above all, the Berlin festival

Fig. 3: Posters of political leaders decorated the venues in Eastern Berlin.
Photo: Raili Laitinen.
Source: The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.
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witnessed the peak of the Stalin cult. Not a single article in the socialist papers
went by without mentioning the gratitude and love festival youth felt towards Sta-
lin. One of the examples of his mighty position was a greeting from German youth
with four million signatures asking comrade Stalin to help reunite Germany.117 The
program, which started with a pompous opening ceremony at the newly built Wal-
ter Ulbricht stadium, consisted of 150 daily events, including the usual cavalcade
of ballet and folk-dance performances, theatre spectacles, the University Summer
Games, visits to factories, schools and historical monuments, such as the Soviet
war memorial, as well as meetings between national delegations.118

War-torn Berlin was a powerful space to stage a peace festival. Despite the
huge building project for the festival, there was still much left from the destruc-
tion of World War II. Peter Waterman describes Berlin at the time of the festival
as “a real mess of bombsites and swirling sandstorms”.119 The concurrent pres-
ence of ruins and bomb shelters and the newly built shining edifices, such as
Haus der Weltjugend (House of World Youth), brought the past and the future
together, implying that by embracing the socialist way of supporting peace one
could help build a better future. The temporal proximity of the war is evident in
the photographs taken by festival attendees. Young people pose next to ruined
houses and damaged streets (see Figure 4), which together with a shabby gen-
eral outlook illuminate how destructive the war had been in Germany. Maya
Plisetskaya, who had seen Berlin with her father in the 1930s, was shocked to
witness the city again. “My new meeting with Berlin in 1951 at a youth festival
was a striking contrast. Horrid ruins gaped everywhere. There was no city.”120

Ruins also carried symbolic meaning, reminding of the war and the defeat of
fascism, the core reason why such a festival was established.

Fascinated by the new course of the Eastern part of Germany, Anni Mikkola, a
rank-and-file member of the Finnish Democratic Youth League, wrote in her travel
diary that she felt like visiting a real democratic country, which was building a new
society amidst the ruins.121 Mikkola, a passionate communist and a young mother,
recorded her perceptions throughout her festival journey. The predominant narrative
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in her diary is that of empowerment: seeing a socialist society in action, feeling soli-
darity with European and colonial youth, and realizing that the future belonged to
communism. One of the most notable events for Mikkola, and for many other partic-
ipants, was a military-style parade of FDJ members that went past the Marx-Engels
Platz and was reported to have lasted up to eight hours.122 “The spectacle was so
huge”, wrote Mikkola in an ecstatic passage, “I will never forget it. Hoorays and frai-
saf, fraisaf [Freundschaft] sang in my ears for the whole eight hours. Children and
elders waved with tears in their eyes”.123 British communist Denis Hill, too, devoted
a passage in his memoirs for this “amazing event”, in which “for hour after hour the
youth of East Germany paraded before their country’s leaders and all the foreign vis-
itors”. It was not simply peace and friendship, though, Hill notes, as many of the
marchers were “chanting the name of the S.E.D. leader: Wilhelm Pieck. Also con-
spicuous were giant portraits of Josef Stalin. But then – we were all Stalinist in those
days. It is dishonest to pretend otherwise.”124 Keijo Savolainen, a Finnish participant

Fig. 4: A Finnish couple posing amid ruins in Berlin in 1951.
Source: The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.
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to Berlin, considered the mass events in retrospect to have been similar to collective
religious rituals and called himself and his group as “peace believers”, so strongly
did they support the festival’s agenda.125

While Soviet reports considered the march an indicator of the strength and
desire for peace among German youth, Western newspapers equated the parade
with the state-sponsored youth activities of the recent Nazi regime, so as to un-
derline the totalitarian nature of the youth rally. The Manchester Guardian
taunted that “the communist-led movements with their bands and uniforms
and above all, their sense of comradeship and purpose, must be attractive to
those who miss (if unconsciously) the ordered energy of the Hitler Youth”.126

Referring to the Nazi era touched an open wound, as the FDJ and the GDR were
trying to build its new identity. Because of the recent past, the FDJ was admit-
ted to the WFDY only in 1948 and the IUS in 1949, and Germans were not even
invited to the first World Youth Festival in 1947. In the eyes of the winners of
the war, the FDJ first needed to show that they did not continue the Fascist line
but were wholeheartedly committed to the peaceful and democratic develop-
ment of Germany. The opportunity to hold the festival therefore symbolized the
acceptance of the FDJ as full members of the Soviet-led youth movement.127

During the festivities, Western non-communist groups organized cultural ac-
tivities, whose purpose was to break the consensus among festival guests and to
attract both foreigners and East German youth to the Western side of the city to
view the wonders of capitalism. Besides free meals and cultural activities, West
Berlin offered visitors a Marshall Plan exhibition, which demonstrated the latest
entertainment technology with over a hundred of black-and-white TV sets spread
around the city’s shop windows and with two open-air colour television projection
screens at Potsdamer Platz and near the West Berlin town hall.128 In order to pre-
vent East German youths from visiting West Berlin, the FDJ leadership and au-
thorities closed metro stations and circulated rumours that festival delegates who
crossed the border were given poisoned food and jailed by West Berlin police. De-
spite the warnings from the FDJ leaders it was estimated that half a million East
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Germans and festival guests went and enjoyed the capitalist counter-spectacle.129

Anni Mikkola only admitted having been on the border between the Soviet and
allied sectors, where she been able to see to the Western side of Berlin, but Peter
Waterman could not resist the enticement of capitalist Berlin. “Without telling a
friend, or my brother David, I broke ranks and went by U-Bahn two stops into
West Berlin”.130 Western press took full advantage of “the exodus” to West Berlin
in its propaganda. The New York Times wrote about East Berliners who sneaked
into West Berlin to see shop windows and buy things that were not available on
their side.131 The British and US newspapers estimated that between 450 and
2,000 people from East Germany and the other people’s democracies asked for
asylum in West Germany during the Berlin gathering, but apparently these figures
were exaggerated.132

The hardest measures were utilized at the end of the festival, on 15 August,
when West Berlin mayor Ernst Reuter specially invited festival guests to the
West. Erich Honecker and the FDJ cadres, who had failed to halt East Germans
on their own side, orchestrated “a peaceful demonstration”, which at the right
moment turned into a fight between the FDJ and West German police.133 The So-
viet version of the events told that festival delegates who had peacefully passed
the border were harshly beaten by the police, resulting in arrests and more than
400 wounded. This, the report stated, more than anything, demonstrated that
while the East Berlin authorities put much effort into peace work, West Berlin
had instead turned into a police state. For the FDJ and the festival organization,
this not so spontaneous clash was a necessary incident for propaganda purposes,
and it provoked a massive media campaign in East German newspapers.134 To
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boost their narrative, the organizers arranged foreign festival youth visits to the
hospital, where the wounded were kept. Anni Mikkola was among the visitors
and wrote a heart-wrenching entry to her diary about this horrendous clash,
which, in her view, was orchestrated by the enemies in West Berlin and which
was directly linked to the Cold War between the US and the USSR. “We could not
help weeping, even if gritting one’s teeth, when thinking about the brutality of
American gangsters. This visit was the most memorable and a living proof of Tru-
man’s love for peace”.135 According to another eye-withness, US participant Vin-
cent Tortora, the clash between East German youth and West German police was
less dramatic and the number of wounded exaggerated.136

In comparison with its predecessors, the Berlin festival received much pub-
licity in international media. Western non-communist newspapers dug up every
little unpleasant detail about the gathering, which was referred to as “a grandi-
ose propaganda brawl”, “reds’ youth festival” and “a mammoth communist
rally”.137 According to Time, festival guests were offered rancid food and “a red
commissary officer was jailed for allowing 380 tons of meat to rot”.138 While
Western newspapers were unanimous on the need to provide alternatives to com-
munist sponsored youth activities, they were divided on the question of methods.
The Manchester Guardian pondered whether it was worth fighting communism
“in such a negative way” by preventing people from attending the festival. “To
erect barriers against free movement goes against liberal principles. It augers a
distrust in the majority of our own people. And it is no substitute, especially in
dealing with German youth, for providing an attractive alternative to the Commu-
nist allure.”139

Contemporary accounts and oral history show that the anti-festival measures
proved to be counterproductive. Young workers from capitalist countries, who
ate well at the festival canteens and did not witness any large epidemics, were
angry at non-communist press for their unfair coverage. Free and democratic so-
cieties were expected not to employ oppressive methods, but fully to support
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individual freedoms. Therefore, using exactly these means seemed to confirm the
story that Soviet propaganda repeatedly told about suppressive Western govern-
ments. According to Jan Myrdal (1927–2020), Swedish communist and journalist
of the French edition of World Youth, the picture that Swedish correspondents
disseminated about the festival, for example about a cholera epidemic and dis-
putes inside the Swedish delegation, was simply “one big lie”.140 Anni Mikkola
laughed at the claims made by Finnish newspapers about rotten meat and noted
having shaken her fist to an American helicopter that flew over the sky during a
mass demonstration, joining the chant of the festival crowd: “ami go home”.141

The Soviet report paid much attention to the festival’s impact on local youth. Ac-
cording to the report, the festival had aroused feelings of pride, stimulated produc-
tivity among workers in the GDR, and cultivated “love towards Stalin” among
German youth.142 The festival itself drew about two million young Germans, and it

Fig. 5: “Ami go home” was a common response to anti-festival activities
at the Berlin festival in 1951.
Source: The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.
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was highlighted that 25 percent of these people did not belong to the FDJ, indicat-
ing that young people from different backgrounds, not only the official youth, were
interested in the event. In addition, 25,000 West Berlin youths visited East Berlin
during the festival, which was, however, far from the estimated 100,000 visitors.143

Typically for Cold War propaganda rhetoric, both sides claimed they had
won the battle in Berlin.144 The West focused on counting how many East Ger-
mans had defected and how many festival participants and locals had visited
West Berlin, implying that instead of socialist propaganda, the youth of the
world was more fascinated by capitalist prosperity. The large Western media
coverage devoted to the event, nevertheless, implied that the World Youth Fes-
tival was not at all insignificant in the eyes of the Western political leaders. The
Soviet side had indeed managed to create an appealing enterprise, a powerful
tool to mobilize young people that could not be just ignored. As long as the
West could not offer anything similar, its main weapon in the fight for young
minds was trying to struggle against the success of the festival. The Western
anti-festival tactics could not put an end to the celebration; they only managed
to push the event into the socialist orbit. The festival continued as the largest
international youth event also after Berlin, and the WFDY and the IUS remained
the biggest organizations in their respective fields. In fact, the largest and the
most spectacular instances of the festivals were about to come.

A New Event in the Socialist Celebration Calendar

During the early Cold War, the World Youth Festival evolved into a well-known
cultural brand and a mass movement among communist and socialist youth in
Europe. For Eastern Europeans, the festival came along with the process of cul-
tural sovietization that exported Soviet cultural values, symbols, rituals and the
socialist celebration calendar to people’s democracies. Since 1947, in addition
to May Day, the October Revolution Anniversary and Victory Day, the World
Youth Festival became part of a common shared experience and cultural tradi-
tion.145 The festival primarily targeted young people, but its high visibility, with
decorations, posters of political leaders and slogans of the peace movement
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seen on the streets, in public places, and in host countries’ media, assured the
public that the whole society was aware of the celebration. Furthermore, the
impact of a World Youth Festival did not vanish after the festival was over but,
especially during the post-war years, the youth festivals left tangible cultural
imprints in local architecture and city landscapes, with newly built stadiums,
concert halls and other public buildings.

Outside the socialist bloc countries, the youth festival became a new form
of activity for leftist youths. The festival as a movement with a message and a
goal united young people who had lived through the war, who were motivated
by the need to contribute to securing the world peace and who saw the Soviet
Union and its social system as a solution for the future of the mankind. The
ideological foundation was not all that mattered, however. The secret ingredi-
ent of the World Youth Festival was that it offered something that working-
class youth could not get elsewhere: an easy and inexpensive way of travelling
abroad at a time when mass tourism had not yet brought cheap holidays within
everybody’s reach. The Komsomol together with the WFDY and IUS made sure
that the festival trips were affordable, and local youth organizations took care
of travel arrangements. All a young person had to do was sign up for a local
festival delegation, obtaining travel documents and collecting some money for
the trip. Another key reason why the World Youth Festivals became so popular
among young Europeans was that in contrast to the usual meetings in the local
youth association, with their endless political campaigns, the festival promised
something very different: unforgettable cultural spectacles, massive parades,
new friends from the other side of the globe and a chance to witness real, func-
tioning socialist societies. The World Youth Festival thus gave a forum for those
who were not interested in ordinary political activity, like British folk singer
Ewan MacColl, who never used to work in the cultural committees of the Com-
munist Party, but took part in several World Youth Festivals, since the idea of
peace and friendship was so dear to him.146

Festival participants’ narratives often stressed the importance of the World
Youth Festivals as a place where young leftist people could openly support com-
munist and socialist ideology without the fear of being disgraced because of their
political convictions. In Western and Northern European countries, communist
views could make life difficult in the early years of the Cold War. Denis Hill re-
called the 1950s as a time when Cold War tensions sharpened and “the commu-
nists were hounded. Many lost their jobs, others found their records marked and,
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forever after, lost any prospect of promotion”.147 Likewise, some of the Finnish in-
terviewees considered that losing their job sometime after a festival trip must have
had something to do with participating in a communist event.148 In socialist coun-
tries, Western youths were warmly welcomed and, like the fellow travellers in the
1930s, they were pampered in luxurious settings, fed well and sometimes accom-
modated even in fabulous hotels.149 Western delegations were received like special
guests by hooraying crowds of local people, brass bands playing marches and folk
dancing groups entertaining.150 Experiences of being united for a common cause
crystallized in mass gatherings, where the crowd of young peace enthusiasts multi-
lingually chanted peace and friendship and sang the songs of the workers’ and
communist movements. As Peter Waterman put it: “I might have been English,
Jewish and middle-class but I was also a member of an international community
of classes, nationalities and races.”151

Personal narratives, while emphasising the peaceful aspects of the youth fes-
tivals, are often silent about the relation to Stalinism, although it was hardly pos-
sible not to notice the omnipresence of the Soviet dictator. Some say they did not
understand the propagandistic nature of these events or that they did not carry
Stalin’s posters themselves. The overwhelming hospitality could be one reason for
the silence concerning the negative aspects of socialist societies that young visi-
tors witnessed during their journeys. Contemporary observations reveal an almost
entire lack of criticism for the socialist system. For example, Anni Mikkola’s diary
dogmatically followed the Soviet narrative of peace forces fighting against imperi-
alist warmongers.152 Post-Cold War memoirs and interviews more often reflect
upon perceptions of the darker sides of socialism. Peter Waterman reminisced
that it was hard to express one’s negative feelings towards the socialist system.
For him, the Berlin 1951 festival “was a unique and confusing experience, though
in those days of cast-iron certainties, confusion was something Communists did
not discuss or even admit to themselves.”153 Denis Hill portrays a similar kind of
self-censorship that made it difficult to realize what was happening around him.
“The truth is that I did not detect such. I cannot pretend that it did not exist. I can
record only the impressions which I had at the time. It is usually the case that the
individual sees what he wants to see. The ideologically-committed person has a
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sort of in-built censoring mechanism.”154 The lack of criticism towards the social-
ist system in contemporary accounts can also be explained by the fact that the
polarized Cold War world forced people to take sides. Young festival delegates
might have felt that travelling almost for free was such a great opportunity that
ignoring a few negatives would be a small price to pay in return, and obviously
they did not wish to do the capitalists’ job for them by criticizing the very system
that they supported. In a divided world, finding an acceptable third path between
communism and capitalism was not an easy task. Another reason could be that
processing one’s own Stalinist past is far too difficult, and therefore many have
chosen to emphasize the peace-work aspect the event, thus enabling one to con-
struct an acceptable narrative of one’s past.

For portions of the Western youths, the festival journeys were perceived as
ideologically-flavoured tourist trips that were often more about having a fun
time abroad than representing one’s delegation. In fact, many Western commu-
nists and leftist young people became so enthusiastic about the possibilities of
these trips that they ended up attending the World Youth Festivals several
times. This phenomenon was so widespread that we can talk about youth festi-
val participation as tourism. “Youth festival tourism” refers to those young peo-
ple for whom the festival trips became a way of touring around East European
capitals with low costs and high-quality entertainment without any specific
duty within one’s delegation. The idea of youth festival tourism comes close to
the concept of “event tourism” – a form of traveling where a location is mar-
keted with a special event, such as the Olympic Games, World’s Fair, or a reli-
gious carnival like Mardi Gras, famously celebrated in Rio de Janeiro and New
Orleans.155 Similarly, the World Youth Festival functioned as a way of attracting
travellers to festival locations and formed a travel network with communist and
socialist youth organizations. By employing the festival for tourism, young peo-
ple adapted the event for their own needs, in contrast to the organizers’ ideal of
representing the best talents of each country for the world.

In terms of cultural Cold War, the USSR was quicker to realize the potential
of global youth and student activities than the West. Together with the WFDY
and the IUS, the Komsomol created a wide network of national and local organ-
izations, a control tool that gave the USSR a great advantage in global youth
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affairs in the early Cold War. At the time it seemed as if the USSR had gained
the upper hand in global youth movement, especially as the anti-communist
policies of Senator McCarthy in the US refused to employ methods that required
facing and talking with communist organizations. Therefore, non-communist
rival organizations, the IUSY and the ISC were covertly financed by the CIA,
and the WAY was supported by the British foreign office.156 Despite the polari-
zation of the youth and student world, the international youth and student are-
nas were still dominated by the Soviets and the Eastern bloc until the early
1950s.157 The WFDY and the IUS remained the only such organizations recog-
nized by United Nations agencies until early 1952, and actually, even as late as
1949 the WFDY was granted consultative status B by UNESCO, which gave it an
officially sanctioned mandate to speak for world youth.158

It may seem paradoxical that the xenophobic and anti-cosmopolitan Stalin-
ist dictatorship began to organize such an international and multicultural
event. At the same time, as the World Youth Festivals promoted unity among
young people in the name of peace and friendship, the Soviet press saw articles
on Soviet patriotism and the superiority of the USSR proliferate. It was also a
time of when the majority of Soviet citizens were denied access to any concrete
forms of internationalism, such as travelling abroad or contact with foreigners,
and even those who could travel were hardly allowed free face-to-face contact
with their foreign peers. Instead of being an exception, the existence of these
two incompatible dimensions, internationalism and suspicion of foreigners,
was and had been characteristic of the USSR already since the 1930s and con-
tinued to be throughout the existence of the country.159

The central role of internationalism in the project of building socialism in the
USSR and in Eastern Europe enabled limited international mobility even in the
first decades of Cold War. Therefore, in spite of restrictions on travelling and inter-
national encounters in Soviet controlled Eastern Europe, the early World Youth
Festivals stimulated global communication within the socialist world, thereby con-
stituting an exception to Akira Iriye’s claim that the Cold War period marked a
break in the globalization trend that had begun in the 18th Century.160 Before the
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appearance of a television in every household, as Maurice Roche has argued, in-
ternational mega-events served as forums of cultural globalization “in terms of
the exchange, transfer and diffusion of information, values and technologies”.161

The World Youth Festival can also be seen in this framework, as a socialist mega-
event, which fostered internationalism in concrete ways despite numerous re-
strictions on mobility imposed by the governments on both sides of the Cold War
conflict. During the early Cold War years, the World Youth Festival became a
shared collective tradition, a socialist jamboree or Interrail, where European
communist and leftist youth experienced new cultures, met with foreign peers,
exchanged gifts and views and simply had fun, performing their own versions of
peace and friendship.
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