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Pleasure, Power, and the Pursuit of Communism: 
State-Sponsored Youth Popular Culture in the Soviet Union, 1945-1968
My dissertation helps revise our image of the relationship between governing structures, cultural construction, and popular agency in socialist settings. It does so by exploring how the Soviet authorities tried to build communism via fun and leisure during the early Cold War. Socialist official culture is traditionally portrayed as drab and boring, yet my study complicates this picture through an analysis of organized cultural activities for youth, what I term state-sponsored popular culture. This included dances, concerts, and shows, all with extensive amateur participation, held in mass cultural recreation institutions called clubs. The Communist Party intended such organized cultural events to satisfy youth demands for entertainment and, as a result, increase its own social legitimacy. Simultaneously, the Party sought to shape youth cultural consumption desires, aesthetic tastes, social values, and leisure conduct, as a means of transforming young people into model future citizens of a communist modernity. 

To achieve its aims, my study first examines top-level guidelines on club activities. The Kremlin launched a campaign for ideological militancy in the late 1940s. It demanded that clubs purge “western” dances and music, especially jazz, in order to marshal the populace for the escalating Cold War. With V. I. Stalin’s death in 1953, the new Soviet leadership introduced a softer policy, approving a limited degree of “western” dancing and jazz, despite continuing opposition by militant ideologues. My inquiry into the struggles within the hierarchy over these shifts helps undermine Cold War-era assumptions of static official socialist cultures and unified officialdom, and suggests the need to revise the periodization of the two postwar decades.

By grounding Party guidelines in the everyday experience of the clubs, I illuminate the intersection of state policy and everyday life, including by comparing Moscow with Saratov, a mid-size provincial city. Most intriguing is the gap between top-level intentions and ground-level actions in limiting “western” culture, especially in the provinces. Due to the high popularity of jazz and “western” dances, clubs had systemic incentives to host such activities in order to fulfill the obligatory financial plans. My work, therefore, makes the case that the contradictory demands of the Kremlin itself hampered the full implementation of the restraints on “western” culture, and forced the Soviet state’s retreat on the domestic cultural front of the Cold War.
Finally, I explore actual cultural practices in the clubs. Many young people voluntarily performed in amateur music concerts and helped organize dance parties, including events that featured jazz and “western” dancing. My findings illustrate how youth maneuvered in the clubs to satisfy their own desires for fun entertainment and engaging sociability, challenging traditional assumptions by underlining the space available for youth agency in official socialist contexts.
This project also speaks to broader questions. Its analysis of how Soviet youth advocated for ''western'' popular culture adds new insights to the historiography on the Cold War’s cultural competition and on the globalization of American culture. My results challenge the applicability to the USSR of the literature on popular culture derived from the Frankfurt School, which denies agency to consumers of such culture. I point out that the minimal role ascribed to the state by historians of consumption in capitalist countries needs to be revised in considering socialist contexts. Engaging with scholarship on “western” youth, I highlight surprising parallels between “moral panics” over youth behavior in socialist and capitalist societies. Soviet efforts to ensure truly “socialist” romantic relationships by having youth perform normative courting behavior at state-sponsored events brings new meaning to Judith Butler’s theory of constructing gender roles via performativity. If cultural tastes denote class boundaries in capitalist settings as Pierre Bourdieu argued, my work shows that in the socialist USSR, differences in taste were linked with varying interpretations of communist ideology. The Soviet state’s attempt to manage cultural consumption bears intriguing parallels to the social engineering of other authoritarian states described by James Scott. My study illustrates the Soviet leadership’s efforts to build a modernity alternative to the "western" one. This research draws on sources from central and regional archives, official publications, music, films, literature, memoirs, and fifty-five interviews.

Chapter Summary

Chapter 1: “Ideology vs. Entertainment: State-Sponsored Youth Popular Culture, 1917-46”

The conflict between a more pluralistic approach to state-sponsored youth popular culture, versus an ideologically militant one, existed already in the 1920s, and reflected deeper splits within the Party. These tensions expressed themselves in struggles over whether a degree of jazz and “western” dancing was permissible, and to what extent youth should have a voice in shaping club activities. While the 1930s witnessed the triumph of militancy, World War II brought a loosening of controls, with clubs hosting a great deal of jazz and “western” dances.
Chapter 2: “The Anti-Cosmopolitan Campaign, 1947-53: Part 1, Ideologizing the Repertoire”

The Soviet leadership launched the anti-cosmopolitan campaign in 1947 in order to mobilize the populace for the Cold War by targeting anything perceived as non-Soviet, and promoting Soviet patriotism and Party loyalty. The impact of the anti-cosmopolitan drive on the officially-permitted repertoire of clubs involved a significant escalation in the politicized elements of state-sponsored popular culture. While most youth approved the patriotic messages, the obsequious praise of Stalin struck a false note among others, especially better-educated ones.
Chapter 3: “The Anti-Cosmopolitan Campaign, 1947-53: Part 2, Purging the Repertoire”
The other facet of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign in clubs was an attack on “western” popular culture. Getting rid of “western” culture, especially dances such as tango, rumba, and foxtrot, proved very difficult, since they served as lucrative sources of income and thus helped clubs achieve the obligatory financial plan. As a result, the contradictory demands of the system itself hampered the enactment of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign. Another key factor was the deep passion of young enthusiasts of “western” dancing and jazz to such cultural activities.

Chapter 4: “The State-Sponsored Youth Popular Culture Campaign in the Early Thaw, 1953-56” 

The post-Stalin leadership introduced a more pluralist cultural policy, including by increasing the supply of fun cultural activities for youth by allowing a lessened degree of political elements in club events, and approving a limited degree of jazz and “western” dancing. This move met with widespread approval among youth, but appalled ideological militants in the bureaucracy, who fought diligently against its enactment. Simultaneously, the new leaders in the Kremlin also stressed the need to use club activities as a way of combating youth misbehavior, part of a broader campaign to impose more stringent social controls in those years.

Chapter 5: “Youth Initiative and Youth Initiative Clubs in the Post-Stalin Years, 1953-60s”


The other aspect of a more pluralist cultural policy following Stalin’s death involved the top-level encouragement of active youth engagement in taking charge over cultural activities in clubs. Enabling young people to organize together and pursue fun entertainment and engaging sociability, this policy opened up substantial room for youth agency and grassroots activism. 

Chapter 6: “Cultural ‘Enlightenment’ and Aesthetic Upbringing: 1957-1958”

In reaction to a perceived excess of “western” influence and unruly youth activism, the new leadership briefly adopted a more militant cultural policy in 1957-58. It clamped down on jazz and “western” dancing, as well as on youth initiative from below, and made energetic efforts to inculcate “appropriate” cultural tastes and normative youth romance via club activities. 

Chapter 7: “Youth Cafes and Jazz Festivals, 1959-68”



However, pluralist forces soon won out as policy-makers realized that many youth chose to abstain from the didactic club events promoted in 1957-58. Instead, in an effort to reach all youth, the Kremlin not only encouraged initiative, but also permitted much more jazz and “western” dancing than allowed in the mid-1950s. While opposed by militant officials, this policy was applauded by most young people. Yet from the mid-1960s, the authorities turned back toward militancy and suppressed autonomy, fatally undermining youth faith in the Soviet project.
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