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Abstract 

“Soiuz”1 in Russian means “union”—a key word in the formal name of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.  Once the world’s largest state, the Soviet 
Union comprised 15 republics and more than 100 distinct ethnic groups.  The 
country celebrated its diversity while at the same time emphasizing the unity of 
all Soviet peoples.  Throughout the 1922–1991 history of the USSR a highly-
developed system of symbolic representations was used to portray the strength 
of the union.  For example, the state emblem visually bound the Soviet repub-
lics to the state through a heraldic ribbon using all the titular languages of the 
republics.  Likewise, the national anthem celebrated the “unbreakable union 
of free republics”.  The Soviet symbol set also included unique, but visually 
unifying, symbols to represent the 15 union republics—their flags, emblems, 
and anthems.  There were also flags for the autonomous republics within these 
union republics, based upon the republic flags.  In addition to the symbolic 
portrayal of the cohesiveness of the Soviet Union, there were two other types 
of “unions” that were vital to Soviet symbolism—the unity of workers and 
peasants, as well as the brotherhood of all the world’s communists.  Both con-
cepts were central to the symbolism of the Soviet flag and the state emblem, 
and to other uses of symbols within the country.  This paper will examine 
the many ways in which the concepts of union and unity were symbolically 
portrayed in Soviet society including the use of flags, emblems, imagery, and 
slogans.  It will demonstrate the importance of the concept of “soiuz” in the 
Soviet Union.  Finally, it will show how unity symbols were central to Soviet 
messaging both domestically and internationally.
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Introduction

The study of national symbols is a fascinating field.  Human societies use 
a variety of symbols and their presence in virtually every aspect of daily life 
has meant that, while people encounter symbols frequently, they rarely stop to 
consider the underlying meaning behind those symbols.  Of all the categories 
of symbols used, political symbols are particularly interesting because of the 
role they play in representing the state and in communicating the values of a 
society.  Whitney Smith, the founder of vexillology as the study of flags, spent 
his career working to define the systematic study of flags and other forms of 
political symbolism.  In his doctoral dissertation he used the word “symbol” 
as “a generic term for anything which conveys to the human mind a meaning 
other than that implicit in its own nature; i.e. symbols are the media of com-
munication.”  Smith noted that: 

First the form of the symbol is not restricted to graphic representations; 
it may indeed be a picture or written word, but it may just as well be a 
sound (spoken word, music), mental impression (image, dream), con-
crete object (staff, building), action (winking, kneeling), or condition 
(the arrangement of objects, actions, etc.)2

In his discussion of symbols, Smith emphasized that: 

…it is important to think of the end of symbolism, communication, 
in its broadest sense of the making common of knowledge between 
any two communicants; i.e. one individual and another or one indi-
vidual and a group.  This is true whether the two are in direct con-
frontation or not, and whether or not either one or both are aware of 
the communication.3

It is the communicative purpose of national and political symbols that 
make them so important in the study of modern states.  Smith noted that “the 
symbolic word or picture or gesture of a political nature always attempts to 
create a communication with another, to bring about a community of under-
standing between people.”  Essentially political symbols, and in particular 
national symbols, serve as tools to unify a given population, create a sense of 
community, as well as to instill and reinforce a set of common societal beliefs 
among the individuals in that community.4
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To understand the meaning of a given set of national symbols, one must 
first immerse oneself into a study of the society in which they are used.  It is 
only through such immersion that one can shed the preconceived notions that 
come with being an outside observer.  Symbols are a means of communication, 
so it is helpful to approach the study of a country’s symbols as one would set 
about learning a new language.  First, there is a complex “vocabulary” associ-
ated with symbols; a vocabulary composed of words, images, and other stimuli.  
Whether one sees the word “apple”, sees an image of an apple, hears the word 
spoken aloud, or smells the scent of an apple, the brain processes the infor-
mation and associates it with the fruit produced by an apple tree.  Symbolic 
representations come in many forms and can be quite complex because there 
are often multiple layers of meaning conveyed by any one term or image.  In 
addition to the “vocabulary” of individual symbols, there are also “grammar” 
rules specific to the symbolic language of a given country.  How are different 
images or symbolic concepts combined in practice?  What rules govern these 
combinations and how does the meaning change when symbols were com-
bined?  By learning the symbolic language of a country, it becomes possible 
to understand the intended meaning behind the use of those symbols.  This 
approach may seem daunting, but it is worth the effort because it leads to a 
deeper understanding of symbols in human societies.

The basic symbol set of the Soviet Union was familiar to people even out-
side of the Soviet Union but, depending on the context and the observer, the 
message conveyed by those symbols may have varied dramatically.  To some-
one in the West, a glimpse of a red star or the combined hammer and sickle 
would certainly have communicated the message “Soviet Union”, but these 
symbols might also have been interpreted through the lens of the society of 
the observer.  For example, during the Cold War many in the West believed 
that communism in general, and the Soviet Union in particular, was a direct 
threat to their way of life.  Within that context, the red star or the combined 
hammer and sickle might have been interpreted as “the specter of communism” 
poised to conquer the world and suppress the free capitalist way of life.  To a 
resident of the Soviet Union, however, the meaning of these symbols would 
have been significantly different.  If one is to truly understand the symbols 
and their meanings, it is imperative to put aside preconceived interpretations, 
to study the context in which the symbol set developed, to examine the way 
in which the symbols were explained within the country, and to observe how 
the symbolic language was used throughout the society.
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Nations, Peoples, Citizens, and Comrades

As previously mentioned, words and symbols are interrelated.  Therefore, a 
study of a country’s symbol set must also incorporate an understanding of how 
words and phrases are used in relation to the symbols.  In order to understand 
Soviet society and its symbols, it is first necessary to review and distinguish 
between the closely intertwined ideas of nation, nationality, national identity, 
and a people.  Depending on the perspective and disciplinary background of 
the researcher, some of these terms can either be basically synonymous or dis-
tinctly different concepts.  When studying the Soviet Union, it is often neces-
sary to consider the context in order to fully comprehend the intended meaning 
when these words are used.5

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “nation” refers to 
a group of people united by common factors, regardless of whether they have 
their own independent state:

nation, n.

I. A people or group of peoples; a political state.

1.
a. A large aggregate of communities and individuals united by factors 
such as common descent, language, culture, history, or occupation of 
the same territory, so as to form a distinct people.  Now also: such a 
people forming a political state; a political state. (In early use also in 
plural: a country.)

…

c. A group of people having a single ethnic, tribal, or religious affilia-
tion, but without a separate or politically independent territory.6

The concepts of nation and nationality are interrelated.  While definitions 
of “nationality” have changed over time, the two most relevant for this dis-
cussion are:

nationality, n.

3. 
a. National origin or identity; (Law) the status of being a citizen or 
subject of a particular state; the legal relationship between a citizen 
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and his or her state, usually involving obligations of support and pro-
tection; a particular national identity.

b. A group of persons belonging to a particular nation; a nation; an 
ethnic or racial group.7

As is evident in the first meaning, the interrelated term “national identity” is 
also of interest.  Individuals may be described as belonging to a certain nation-
ality, but more importantly they develop a sense of national identity.

national identity n. a sense of a nation as a cohesive whole, as repre-
sented by (the maintenance of) distinctive traditions, culture, linguistic 
or political features, etc.8

Finally, the term “people” has multiple definitions that relate to this discussion, 
but the ones that are most relevant are:

people, n.

II. Specific uses.

3. In singular. Chiefly with the.
a. Those without special rank or position in society; the mass of the 
community as distinguished from the nobility or the ruling classes; 
the populace. …

c. Politics. The whole body of citizens of a country, regarded as the 
source of political power or as the basis of society; …

5.
a. In singular.  With plural concord.  The individuals belonging to or 
living in a particular place, or constituting a particular assembly, class, 
or category; the inhabitants of a city, region, country, etc.

6. The body of men, women, and children comprising a particular 
nation, community, ethnic group, etc.9

For Western scholars who study the Soviet Union, the distinctions between 
terms related to nationality and identity often become blurred.  This is because 
every Soviet citizen had dual identities—a Soviet identity as a citizen of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and a “national” identity based upon cul-
tural, ethnic, or religious characteristics.  In Russian, the confusion is caused 
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by how words were used in a political context.  First, the word grazhdanstvo 
means “citizenship” and usually refers to the relationship of an individual to 
an internationally-recognized independent state.  However, grazhdanstvo was 
also used to link an individual to a smaller geographic entity such as a specific 
Soviet republic or a city.  The Soviet Constitution clearly defined this relation-
ship and emphasized the equality of all citizens of the country:

Article 33.  Uniform federal citizenship is established for the USSR.  
Every citizen of a Union Republic is a citizen of the USSR. …

Article 34.  Citizens of the USSR are equal before the law, without 
distinction of origin, social or property status, race or nationality, sex, 
education, language, attitude to religion, type and nature of occupa-
tion, domicile, or other status. …

Article 36.  Citizens of the USSR of different races and nationalities 
have equal rights. 

Exercise of these rights is ensured by a policy of all-round development 
and drawing together of all the nations and nationalities of the USSR, 
by educating citizens in the spirit of Soviet patriotism and socialist 
internationalism, and by the possibility to use their native language 
and the languages of other peoples of the USSR.10

Within the USSR, this emphasis on the equality of people (and peoples) was 
demonstrated through how individuals addressed each other.  It was common 
practice to address people using the term grazhdanin (citizen).

To understand the meanings of these concepts within the Soviet context, 
it is useful to understand how people in the USSR were taught about their 
country.  One common tool that would have been available in any library in 
the country was the Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia (Great Soviet Encyclo-
pedia).11  Because it was designed for a domestic audience and written from 
the Soviet perspective, this work can be an excellent source for insight into 
how these concepts were viewed within the USSR.  Starting with the idea of 
“nationality” and “nation” we can see the relationship between these two terms.

NATIONALITY (narodnost’), a historically formed linguistic, territo-
rial, economic, and cultural community of people that precedes the 
formation of a nation.12
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NATION (natsiia), a historical community of people that comes into 
existence with the formation of a common territory, common economic 
ties, a literary language, a general character, and certain cultural fea-
tures that constitute its identifying traits.

…

In order to arrive at a correct understanding of the essence of the 
nation and the role and significance of its ethnic characteristics, 
it is necessary to recognize the differences between such related 
but not identical concepts as natsiia and natsional’nost’.  The term 
natsional’nost’, which signifies a common ethnicity, is only one 
of the factors contributing to a nation or to nationhood.  Thus, 
natsional’nost’ is a narrower concept than “nation”.  The distinction 
between the two concepts helps explain why a group of people who 
are of the natsional’nost’ of a particular nation but who do not live 
on its territory are not members of that nation.  Also, it is clear why 
a nation or nationality under socialism radically changes its social 
essence while retaining its natsional’nost’.13

The words narodnost’ and natsional’nost’ were basically synonymous in Soviet 
usage.  While the encyclopedia entry used the word narodnost’, the Russian 
word natsional’nost’ was typically used in administrative contexts to describe a 
person’s ethnic identity.  When describing a particular natsiia (nation) it was 
more common to use the term narod (people).  This word had multiple defini-
tions in Soviet usage, all of which are relevant to this study:

PEOPLE. (1) In the broad sense of the word, the population of a 
particular country.

(2) In historical materialism, the people, or popular masses, are a social 
community comprising, at various historical stages, those strata and 
classes that, owing to their position in society, are capable of actively 
participating in the progressive development of society; they are 
the makers of history, the determining force in fundamental social 
transformations.

…

Marxism–Leninism elucidates the differences in position of the vari-
ous classes, strata, and groups of the population and then, taking into 
account their class interests, determines the composition of the people.  
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At all stages of social development, the majority of the people consists 
of the working masses, the principal productive force of society.  In 
class society, the people may include strata of the population that 
have very different and even opposing interests.  For example, it 
included the bourgeoisie that led the struggle against feudalism dur-
ing the bourgeois revolutions and the bourgeosie [sic] participating 
in national liberation struggles against imperialism and colonialism.

…

(3) The term “the people” is also used to designate various ethnic com-
munities, such as the tribe, nationality, or nation.  Under conditions of 
developed socialist society in the USSR, a new historical community 
has evolved—the Soviet people.14

In the first definition of the word “people” narod was to describe the entire 
population of a particular state without regard to ethnicity, such as with the 
“British people” or the “American people”.  When discussing the full popula-
tion of the USSR, Soviet sources used the phrase “the Soviet people” (sovetskii 
narod) and emphasized how this new people had transcended their ethnic 
identities to form a new group characterized by internationalism.

SOVIET PEOPLE, a new historical, social, and international com-
munity of people possessing a common territory and economic system, 
a socialist culture, a state based on a union of the entire population, 
and a common goal—the building of communism.  Such a commu-
nity appeared in the USSR as a result of socialist transformations and 
the growing together of working classes and other social strata, of all 
nations and nationalities. 

…

The Soviet people constitute a multinational collective entity of urban 
and rural workers united by a common socialist system, Marxist–
Leninist ideology, the communist ideals of the working class, and the 
principles of internationalism…

…

The increasing social homogeneity and sociopolitical unity of Soviet 
society, as well as the transformation of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat into a popular state, led to an even greater union and friend-
ship between all classes, social groups, nations, and nationalities of 
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the USSR, whose representatives have gradually acquired more pan-
Soviet, international traits.15

Narod or people was also commonly used in the Soviet Union to stress that 
it was a country ruled by the people (meaning all the people of the country), 
rather than by an elite group such as the bourgeoisie or nobility.  In this sense, 
the country was a people’s republic in which a dictatorship of the proletariat 
ensured that all the people were considered equal, much in the way that all 
the peoples (ethnic groups) of the USSR were considered equal.  In addition 
to using the term “citizen” as a form of address to illustrate this equality, it was 
also common practice to address other Soviet citizens using the term tovarishch, 
which means “comrade”.  This practice extended across the entire society so that 
it could be seen that “Comrade Lenin”, “Comrade General” (in the military), 
and the “comrade” who worked in a factory or on a communal farm were all 
seen as holding the equal status of “citizen of the USSR”.

In the third usage, the word narod was used as a synonym for “people” in 
the sense of a group defined by nationality or ethnicity.  In this sense it referred 
to “various ethnic communities, such as the tribe, nationality, or nation”.  It is 
important in this context to remember that, for example, not all ethnic Rus-
sians lived in the Russian SFSR, and that not all the people who lived in the 
RSFSR were ethnically Russian.  The same was true throughout the entire 
Soviet Union.  Delving into this third definition requires an examination of 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics including its history, geography, and 
demography.  Combined, all three definitions provide insight into why the 
concept of unity and soiuz were so important in the country.16

Defining the Soviet Union

During its nearly 70-year existence, from 1922 to 1991, the Soviet Union was 
the world’s largest country.  From the end of World War II through the breakup 
of the USSR, the territory of this vast state spanned an area of 22,402,200 
square kilometers (8,649,500 sq. mi.) across 11 time zones in northeastern 
Europe and northern Asia.  The borders of the country measured more than 
60,000 km (37,282 miles) and were adjacent to 12 countries, 12 seas, as well 
as the Arctic, Atlantic, and Pacific Oceans.  It is also important to note that 
in terms of population (285,743,000 in 1989), the USSR ranked third in the 
world behind China and India.  In Russian, the full name of the country was 
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Soiuz Sovetskikh Sotsialisticheskikh Respublik, which translated into English as 
“Union of Soviet Socialist Republics”.  The word “Soviet” (which in Russian is 
pronounced “sovyet”) means “council”, “advice”, or “discussion” and referred 
to the people’s councils that were the basic unit of governance in the country.  
In the West this was the key word used to describe the country, but within 
the USSR the word soiuz was often used as a substitute for the full country 
name and held much more meaning in terms of political symbolism.  To gain 
further insight into why the concept of soiuz was important, it is necessary to 
have a basic understanding of the geography and demography of the country.17

As a state, the Soviet Union was the product of a socialist revolution in 
a vast multinational empire.  After the Bolsheviks consolidated power, the 
question of how to unite the diverse peoples of the huge territory remained.  
In December 1922, representatives of four republics signed the Treaty of the 
Creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and the Declaration of the 
Creation of the USSR, officially reuniting the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic (Russian SFSR), the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (Ukrainian 
SSR), the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic (Byelorussian SSR), and the 
Transcaucasian Socialist Federative Soviet Republic (Transcaucasian SFSR, 
comprising Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan) into one multinational state.  
Throughout the history of the country some republics were subdivided, others 
were added, and one became an autonomous republic of the RSFSR, with the 
total number ranging from four to sixteen.  From 1956 through 1991, there 
were fifteen Soviet republics.  In the order they were listed in Article 71 of the 
1977 Soviet Constitution, these were the Russian SFSR, the Ukrainian SSR, 
the Byelorussian SSR, the Uzbek SSR, the Kazakh SSR, the Georgian SSR, 
the Azerbaijan SSR, the Lithuanian SSR, the Moldavian SSR, the Latvian 
SSR, the Kirghiz SSR, the Tajik SSR, the Armenian SSR, the Turkmen SSR, 
and the Estonian SSR.18

The Soviet Constitution guaranteed the status of each union republic as 
“a sovereign Soviet socialist state that has united with other Soviet Republics 
in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics”.  In fact, it clearly stated that “Each 
Union Republic shall retain the right freely to secede from the USSR.”19  This 
fact seems counterintuitive considering that central authorities would likely 
have prioritized the preservation of the union over the interests of one specific 
group.  How could the right to secede have been guaranteed without jeopar-
dizing the cohesiveness of the union?  The answer lies in how the federal state 
was defined, and how Marxist–Leninist philosophy viewed the concepts of 
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nationalism and internationalism.  For example, a preceding article of the 
constitution defined “The USSR—A Federal State”:

Article 70.  The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics is an integral, fed-
eral, multinational state formed on the principle of socialist federalism 
as a result of the free self-determination of nations and the voluntary 
association of equal Soviet Socialist Republics.

The USSR embodies the state unity of the Soviet people and draws all 
its nations and nationalities together for the purpose of jointly build-
ing communism.20

Numerous writings by Lenin on “the nationalities question” clearly established 
the Soviet view of nationalism as “a bourgeois and petit bourgeois ideology 
and policy, as well as the outlook that raises the national question.”21  Lenin 
explained the historical role that nationalism had played in the economic evo-
lution from feudalism to capitalism.

Throughout the world, the period of the final victory of capitalism over 
feudalism has been linked up with national movements.  For the com-
plete victory of commodity production, the bourgeoisie must capture 
the home market, and there must be politically united territories whose 
population speak a single language, with all obstacles to the develop-
ment of that language and to its consolidation in literature eliminated.  
Therein is the economic foundation of nationalist movements.22

Lenin warned that, when thinking about nationalism, it was imperative that 
Marxists remember the “powerful economic factors that give rise to the urge 
to create national states”.  Because of these factors, the bourgeoisie would be 
certain to champion nationalist demands.  “For the proletariat, however, the 
important thing is to strengthen its class against the bourgeoisie and to educate 
the masses in the spirit of consistent democracy and socialism.”23

While recognizing equality and equal rights to a national state, it val-
ues above all and places foremost the alliance of the proletarians of all 
nations, and assesses any national demand, any national separation, 
from the angle of the workers’ class struggle.24

He also argued that workers would understand the benefits of a large econom-
ically-integrated market and state, and thus would only resort to secessionism 
in the absence of the equality of the nations.  In his interpretation of Marxist 
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theory, the realities of the class struggle would be enough to make the people 
(in the sense of the working masses) understand that they had more in com-
mon with the workers of other nations (in the sense of different cultural groups) 
than they did with the bourgeoisie of their own national or ethnic group.25

The interests of the working class and of its struggle against capital-
ism demand complete solidarity and the closest unity of the workers 
of all nations; they demand resistance to the nationalist policy of the 
bourgeoisie of every nationality.26

The theory went that, as the people of the Soviet Union worked together as 
equals to build a truly socialist society, the bonds that united the proletariat 
would prove stronger than the ideas of nationalism.  As a consequence, the new 
“Soviet people” would be defined by their internationalism (which in Lenin’s 
use would include not just the nations of the Soviet Union, but also all socialist 
peoples worldwide).  This emphasis on internationalism was also clearly stated 
in the Soviet Constitution:

Article 30.  The USSR, as part of the world system of socialism and of 
the socialist community, promotes and strengthens friendship, coop-
eration, and comradely mutual assistance with other socialist countries 
on the basis of the principle of socialist internationalism, and takes an 
active part in socialist economic integration and the socialist interna-
tional division of labor.27

Essentially, Leninist theory held that the natural outcome of the building of 
communism in the country would be to create a unified multinational com-
munity.  As Article 19 of the Constitution stated, “The social basis of the USSR 
is the unbreakable alliance of the workers, peasants, and intelligentsia.”28  As a 
result, overt displays of nationalism among members of any particular ethnic 
group were viewed as bourgeois and counter-revolutionary.  Therefore, actions 
to quell separatist movements would be justified as reasserting the will of the 
people (all the people) to preserve the internationalist spirit of Soviet communism.

Before delving into the symbol set of the Soviet Union, the Great Soviet 
Encyclopedia can provide useful insight in how the country was seen from a 
Soviet perspective.  In the entry for “Union of Soviet Socialist Republics”, sev-
eral excerpts helped bring clarity both for Soviet readers and foreigners alike:

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (the USSR or the Soviet Union) 
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is the first socialist all-people’s state in history, expressing the will and 
interests of the working class, peasantry, and intelligentsia and of all 
the nations (natsii, nations in the historical sense) and nationalities of 
the country.29

The encyclopedia stressed that, in contrast to the Russian Empire in which 
Russians dominated all other nationalities, “The peoples and nationalities of 
the USSR enjoy true equality.”  The entry then explained how the conditions 
of all categories of people in the country had evolved and improved as they 
worked together to achieve a mature socialist society in their country.

All these circumstances have fostered the constantly increasing social 
homogeneity of Soviet society, continued strengthening of the invin-
cible alliance of the working class, kolkhoz peasants, and people’s intel-
ligentsia, closer ties of friendship among the peoples of the USSR, 
and development of the new historical community made up of the 
Soviet people.30

Contrary to how Westerners viewed the Soviet state, this homogeneity 
did not mean that all Soviet citizens were culturally Russian, but rather that 
in addition to their ethnic identity every citizen of the USSR also had a Soviet 
identity.  This new class of person, sometimes referred to as the “New Soviet 
Man”,31 represented the new ideal of what a citizen of the Soviet Union should 
be.  The sovetskii chelovek (Soviet person) would consider themself first and 
foremost as a member of the Soviet people, with ethnic identity being second-
ary.  One of the primary goals of the Soviet educational system and the youth 
organizations of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was to instill this 
sense of Soviet identity in citizens at an early age.32

Demographics of the Soviet Union

To understand the ethnic composition of the USSR it is easiest to start with 
a map.  Officially, the Soviet Union was a state composed of multiple nations.  
As clearly shown by census data, the populations of the fifteen republics were 
far from homogeneous.  Every republic had significant populations of ethnic 
Russians and nationalities from neighboring republics and countries.  Numer-
ous other groups were formally recognized as distinct peoples by the Soviet 
authorities.  A Soviet geography text noted that:
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According to the nationwide census of 1970, there were 91 peoples 
in the USSR numbering over 10,000, and many smaller nationalities 
and ethnic groups listed as “other nationalities”.

The numerous peoples of our country speak different languages and 
have marked cultural distinctions, but their common historical heri-
tage stretching back over several centuries and their close economic 
and cultural links brought these peoples closer and closer together.33

These many peoples varied dramatically linguistically and culturally, but shared 
intersecting histories in that most were subjects of the historical Russian Empire.

When examining the demographics in the Soviet Union it is important 
to remember that the population, ethnic distribution, and population density 
varied dramatically throughout the history of the country due to factors such 
as industrialization and urbanization, migration (voluntary and forced reloca-
tions), warfare, famine, the creation of new cities in underpopulated regions, and 
other factors.  Therefore, using data from just before the breakup of the Soviet 
Union presents a view of Soviet demographics least affected by the dynamic 

Figure 1.  Ethnic map of the Soviet Union showing the diversity of the peoples in the 
country and their geographic distribution.  Source:  Wikimedia Commons.
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situation in the country from its creation through the end of the Stalin era when 
these factors were most significant.  According to the All-Union Census of the 
Population the overall Soviet population in 1989 was 285,743,000, with the five 
most populous groups being the Russians (50.8%), the Ukrainians (15.5%), the 
Uzbeks (5.8%), the Byelorussians (3.5%), and the Kazakhs (2.8%).  Examining 
a snapshot of the ethnic composition of the country clearly shows the diversity 
of the USSR in terms of the fifteen republics and their largest ethnic groups.34

Each of the fifteen Soviet republics was characterized by the titular group—
the group from whom the name of the region derived.  At the time of the 
breakup of the USSR, there were fifteen of these peoples:  Russians, Ukraini-
ans, Byelorussians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Estonians, Moldavians, Armenians, 
Georgians, Azerbaijanis, Turkmens, Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Tajiks, and Kirghiz.35  
Within the territories of the 15 republics there were also 20 autonomous repub-
lics, eight autonomous oblasts (regions), and ten autonomous okrugs (districts) 
which were created for the most populous ethnic groups.  Many national peoples 
were resident within their traditional homelands while others, through vari-
ous historical circumstances, had become dispersed across multiple geographic 
areas in the USSR.  Examples of the former would be the Chechens, Karelians, 
Tuvans, Udmurts, and Yakuts—some of the peoples who had autonomous 
republics within the RSFSR.  The latter would include Jews, Germans, Poles, 
Roma, as well as specific population groups that had been forcibly relocated by 
the Soviet government.  An excellent way to understand this complex concept 
of a “people of peoples” is to consult Soviet sources to see how they described 
this multinational state.36

Soviet books, when addressing the ethnic diversity in the country, stressed 
how socialist progress in the country had not diminished the cultures of the 
Soviet peoples, but rather had helped them advance to new levels of social devel-
opment.  They also emphasized how the social development in the country had 
succeeded in bringing all the peoples of the USSR closer together.

The peoples of the USSR have retained many of their traditional cus-
toms and national ethnic features, but since they live in one socialist 
community, their very mode of life is changing, and they are creating 
new forms of one culture which has absorbed the best of each of the 
numerous nationalities living in the USSR.

Summing up the socio-political development of the peoples of the Soviet 
Union, the more than half-century experience of relations between the 
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many socialist nationalities of the Soviet Union, the 24th Congress of 
the Communist Party of the USSR concluded that there is a new his-
torical community in the Soviet Union today.  This community is called 
the Soviet people.  It rests on the unity of the lofty goals of building 
a communist society and is cemented by a spirit of profound respect 
for all the large and small nationalities, a spirit of close cooperation 
between them.37

Comparison of Soviet nationality policies in theory and in practice frequently 
reveals the discrepancies between how Marxism–Leninism predicted change 
would occur, what the Soviet government said it was doing and how it justi-
fied its actions, and the experiences of various ethnic groups within the Soviet 
system.38

Because one of the most important aspects of ethnic identity is a common 
language, a brief consideration of language policies in the Soviet Union can 
give some insight into the overall nationality policy.  In some ways, authori-
ties in Moscow appeared to be quite supportive of efforts to preserve and pro-
mote the many languages of the country.  Education policy in the republics, 
while compliant with national standards, often ensured that individuals who 
were resident in their native republics had the opportunity to learn the local 
language, literature, and culture.  Universal education was a point of Soviet 
pride and the literacy rate among the people (often in multiple languages) was 
significantly higher than in the imperial period.  While everyone in the USSR 
was expected to achieve fluency in the Russian language, justified by Moscow 
as a practical means for economic and political integration, efforts to preserve 
and advance other languages were often successful.  That said, the same system 
also ensured that the Russian language would achieve dominance across the 
entire Soviet Union.  Throughout the Soviet period the Russification of many 
regions was achieved through the migration of ethnic Russians to tradition-
ally non-Russian regions in the RSFSR and to other republics; through inter-
ethnic marriage and integration; by the dominance of the Russian language 
in higher education, commerce, and popular culture; and through the experi-
ence of multiple generations who were raised, socialized, and educated within 
the Soviet system.  This reality is clearly evidenced by the measures that some 
former Soviet republics have taken to promote their native languages and the 
difficulties that other former republics have had establishing higher education 
in their native language since gaining independence.39



39Representations of Unity in Soviet Symbolism

Historical analyses have shown that much of Soviet policy regarding 
nationalities did not live up to the ideals of Marxist–Leninist theory.  In very 
generalized terms it could be said that Soviet policies regarding specific ethnic 
groups were often based on the perception (whether accurate or not) of how 
much the group threatened to upset the overall unity of the USSR.  Groups 
not perceived as a threat tended to receive a higher level of autonomy, while 
those that continued to assert a nationalist agenda were treated more harshly.  
When examining the issue of nationality policy with regard to symbolism and 
the concepts of “union” and “unity”, we can get the clearest picture by match-
ing their use with the political ideals of Marxist–Leninist theory, rather than 
with the reality of how different groups were treated by Soviet authorities.40

Three Types of Unity

Considering the complex demographic situation in the Soviet Union and 
the Leninist interpretation of nationalism, it becomes obvious why the idea of 
unity was so important in the governance of the USSR.  A careful examina-
tion of the Soviet symbol set reveals three different types of unity that were 
important to convey symbolically:  1) the unity of all Soviet republics and 
peoples; 2) the unity of the working class (alternately phrased as “workers and 
peasants” or the “proletariat”); and 3) the socialist brotherhood of the people 
in all communist countries.  While there were distinctive symbols for these 
concepts, it is particularly interesting to see how the concepts were combined 
in a variety of ways.  This interrelationship of the three concepts of unity was 
quite evident in the official state symbols of the Soviet Union which comprised 
three symbols—the state (national) flag, the state emblem (coat of arms), and 
the state hymn (national anthem).  Through a careful examination of these 
official symbols, it will be possible to identify the meanings of their parts and 
thus begin to grasp not only the vocabulary of Soviet symbolism, but also the 
grammar of how those ideas were combined to convey meaningful messages 
of union and unity both at home and abroad.

National Flag of the Soviet Union

The national flag of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had a red field 
with official proportions of 1:2.  At the upper hoist in gold (usually shown as 
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yellow) was a crossed hammer and sickle.  Above the hammer and sickle was 
a five-pointed red star, fimbriated with the same gold or yellow color used in 
the other device.  The flag was a conglomeration of three basic symbols that all 
gained popularity during the Russian Revolution and Civil War.  All of these 
elements also stood as symbols in their own right and were used throughout 
the national symbol set of the Soviet Union.41

There can be little doubt that the most important symbolic element of the 
national flag was the red banner—krasnoe znamia—of revolution.  Red ban-
ners have long been a symbol of protest and were prevalent during the French 
Revolution of 1789–1799.  As such, many revolutionary movements in Tsarist 
Russia adopted this color as a primary symbol used in their protests.  The “red 
banner of revolution” had no set design specifications other than the general 
color of the field.  Typically, within the context of the Russian Revolution and 
Soviet usage, they took the form of long banners bearing revolutionary slo-
gans or simple flags with writing.  Red flags and banners were pervasive in the 
Soviet Union.  In the form of the national flag they would have been displayed 
on public buildings and in schools.  However, because the field of the national 
flag was “the red banner of revolution” the wide variety of red flags and banners 
used throughout Soviet society would have served as substitutes for the official 
national flag.  Red flags and red banners without the presence of the star, ham-
mer, and sickle would have instantly signaled a patriotic message subliminally.42

It is also important to recognize the importance of this color in Russian 
culture.  The word for red—krasnyi—shares the same linguistic root with, and 

Figure 2.  National Flag of the Soviet Union.  Source:  Wikimedia Commons.
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is often synonymous with, the word krasivyi, which means “beautiful”.  For 
this reason, red has long been associated with the concept of beauty in Russian 
culture.  While the name of Moscow’s Red Square originally meant “beauti-
ful square”, it took on a unique double meaning during the Soviet era when 
red became the color associated with communism and the Soviet state.  In 
addition, it should be noted that red has a strong psychological impact on the 
observer, making it an especially powerful color in civil religious contexts.  As 
Wolfgang G. Jilek noted in his discussion of the psychophysiological effects of 
totalitarian symbols, red “has several unique physiological and psychological 
characteristics.”  He explained that because red is the color of blood and fire, 
it is thus linked to basic survival instincts of the human species.  As a result, 
“red is the first color to which infants react and which they recognize.”  Jilek 
contended that as a consequence of the relationship of red to the positive and 
negative emotions associated with blood and fire, the color “will elicit ambiva-
lent emotions in humans but its immediate effect on the central nervous system 
is one of stimulation, excitation, and arousal with transient increase in blood 
pressure and pulse rate.”  In terms of the concept of unity, the red banner could 
have been interpreted as a symbol of all three types of unity:  1) the unity of 
all the Soviet peoples within the boundaries of the USSR; 2) the unity of the 
workers and the peasants who, under the revolutionary red banner, established 
the first socialist state in what had been the Russian Empire; and 3) the broth-
erhood of the Soviet people with all the working people of the world under the 
red banner of socialism.43

When referring to the hammer and sickle, the Soviets used the phrase 
“serp i molot”, which translates as “sickle and hammer”.  In Soviet symbology, 
the hammer and sickle represented the union of the workers and peasants who 
were often described in Marxism using the word “proletariat” (for the collective 
noun describing all members of the working class) or “proletarian” (as an adjec-
tive or as a noun describing a single member of the proletariat).  The symbol 
was based upon a badge worn by soldiers of the Red Army.  On the badge, the 
hammer and sickle were centered on a red five-pointed star.44

The Red Army hat badge was also the origin of the red star—krasnaia 
zvezda—as a symbol of the Soviet Union in particular, and of international 
communism in general.  The five points of the star represented the five popu-
lated continents—Eurasia (considered one continent in Soviet usage), Africa, 
North America, South America, and Australia.  According to Marxist–Leninist 
theory, through the natural progression of social evolution all nations would 
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eventually become communist and the proletariat of all nations would eventu-
ally be victorious in its struggle.45

State Emblem of the Soviet Union

In Russian, the state emblem of the Soviet Union is usually described 
using “gerb”, the traditional word for “coat of arms”, even though the design 
intentionally deviated from existing heraldic standards.  The Soviet emblem 
signaled a new style of socialist heraldry that had evolved beyond the coats of 
arms traditionally used to represent the nobility and their domains.  In place 
of an escutcheon (or shield), the Soviet arms used the globe of Earth depicted 
above the rising sun, symbolizing the dawn of a new era.  The globe tilted to 
show Eurasia, the location of the Soviet Union, with the African continent 
below.  A gold (or yellow) crossed hammer and sickle emblem covered the land-
masses of the globe.  The red star served as a crest, in the position once reserved 
for the royal crown in the heraldic tradition of the Russian Empire.  Instead 
of the traditional supporters on either side of the shield, the Soviet emblem 
used a wreath of grain, tightly wrapped in a red ribbon.  The appearance of the 
ribbon changed several times—twice when additional Republics were added 
to the USSR, as well as in 1956 when the Karelo-Finnish SSR was renamed 
and became an autonomous republic within the Russian SFSR.  All four ver-
sions of the arms had ribbons bearing the final sentence from the Communist 
Manifesto46 in each of the titular languages of the Soviet socialist republics.  
On all versions the languages were arranged beginning with the Russian lan-
guage at bottom and progressing up the ribbon on both sides, alternating left 
to right across the globe.  Versions used after 1936 had the Russian-language 
inscription at the base where heraldic mottos are traditionally displayed on 
a banderole (or speech scroll).  In the final version, used from 1956 to 1991, 
the languages were arranged in “constitutional order”—the order in which 
the republics were listed in Chapter 8, Article 71 of the Soviet Constitution:  
Russian SFSR, Ukrainian SSR, Byelorussian SSR, Uzbek SSR, Kazakh SSR, 
Georgian SSR, Azerbaijan SSR, Lithuanian SSR, Moldavian SSR, Latvian 
SSR, Kirghiz SSR, Tajik SSR, Armenian SSR, Turkmen SSR, and Estonian 
SSR.47  The slogan in Russian read “Proletarii vsekh stran, soediniaites’!”, which 
literally translates as “Proletarians of all countries, unite!”.  In English, this 
famous phrase is usually expressed as “Workingmen of all countries, unite!” 
or “Workers of the world, unite!”.  State emblems of the Soviet republics used 
the Soviet arms as a model, while autonomous republics used arms based upon 
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those of their republic.  Many other communist nations adopted this new style 
of socialist heraldry as the basis for their own national emblems, incorporating 
and modifying this basic symbol set to match their own political and cultural 
contexts.  In addition, many Soviet cities had emblems that conformed to the 
socialist style of heraldry.48

   There were multiple forms of unity represented in the Soviet state emblem, 
as demonstrated in the following passage from the Great Soviet Encyclopedia:

Figures 3–6.  State Emblem (coat of arms) of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics:  
version 1, 1923–1936 (4–7 republics); version 2, 1936–1946 (11 republics); version 
3, 1946–1956 (16 republics); and version 4, 1956–1991 (15 republics).  
Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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The state coat of arms of the USSR symbolizes the basis of the entire 
people’s state—a union of workers and peasants, the voluntary asso-
ciation of Union republics with equal rights in a single Union state, 
and the equality of socialist nations.  It also expresses the idea of the 
international solidarity of the peoples of the USSR with the working 
people of the world.49

First and foremost was the prominent hammer and sickle emblem, dis-
played against the background of the global sphere, symbolizing the unity of 
the workers and peasants.  This unity was also mirrored in the motto from the 
Communist Manifesto.  In addition, the motto served as a symbol of the socialist 
brotherhood of all the working people of the world.  The international symbol-
ism in the arms was multifaceted—the Soviet Union was shown prominently 
on the globe, but more importantly the continents were portrayed without 
international boundaries.  In Soviet symbolism, this emphasized the unique 
status of the Soviet Union as the first socialist state, but also its role in cham-
pioning the aspirations of the working people of all countries in the brother-
hood of world communism.  This role was also signified in the 5-pointed red 
star, where the points represented the populated continents.  These symbolic 
elements all served to reinforce the concept of the unity of the Soviet peoples.  
Because the red star and the combined hammer and sickle were general symbols 
of the Soviet Union, they came to represent the country as a whole.  The unity 
of the Soviet republics and all the peoples of the USSR was further symbolized 
by the ribbon wrapped around the sheaves of grain, and by the motto which 
was repeated in the official languages of each Soviet republic.

State Hymn of the Soviet Union

The third official state symbol of the Soviet Union was the national hymn 
(gimn).  Before 1944, The Internationale, an international Socialist anthem, 
was used in the USSR in lieu of a national anthem.  That anthem (originally 
written in French) had been popular during the Revolution and, in transla-
tion, adopted as the official hymn of the RSFSR in 1918.  The first USSR state 
anthem was introduced on 15 March 1944 as Soviet troops were advancing 
westward through eastern Europe, eager to avenge the losses that they had suf-
fered during the fascist invasion and occupation of their country in what Soviets 
called “The Great Patriotic War” (the Soviet name for the Second World War).  
While officially titled the State Anthem of the Soviet Union, it was also known as 
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Slav’sia, Otechestvo nashe svobodnoie! (Be Glorious, Our Free Homeland!).  This 
new distinctly Soviet hymn celebrated the Soiuz nerushimyi or “Unbreakable 
Union”.  The original lyrics reflected the time in which they were written, when 
Stalin was in power and the country was still in a state of war.50

Russian Lyrics

Soiuz nerushimyi respublik svobodnykh
Splotila naveki Velikaia Rus’.
Da zdravstvuet sozdannyi volei narodov
Edinyi, moguchii Sovetskii Soiuz!

[Refrain]
Slav’sia, Otechestvo nashe svobodnoe,
Druzhby narodov nadezhnyi oplot!
Znamia Sovetskoe, znamia narodnoe
Pust’ ot pobedy k pobede vedet!

Skvoz’ grozy siialo nam solntse svobody,
I Lenin velikii nam put’ ozaril:
Nas vyrastil Stalin—na vernost’ narody,
Na trud i na podvigi nas vdokhnovil!

[Refrain]
My armiiu nashu rastili v srazhen’iakh
Zakhvatchikov podlykh s dorogi 

smetem!
My v bitvakh reshaem sud’bu pokolenii,
My k slave Otchiznu svoiu povedem!

Conceptual Literal Translation51 

Great Russia has united forever the 
unbreakable union of free republics.

Long live the united, mighty Soviet 
Union created by the will of the 
peoples!

[Refrain]
Be glorious, our free homeland,
Reliable stronghold of friendship of 

the peoples!
The Soviet banner, the people’s banner, 

May it lead from victory to victory!

Through storms the sun of freedom 
shone to us,

And the great Lenin illuminated the 
way for us,

Stalin raised us—he inspired us to 
faith in the people, to labor, and 
to great feats!

[Refrain]
We raised our army in battles.
We will sweep away the vile invaders!
In battles we decide the fate of 

generations,
We will lead our homeland to glory.

Table 1.  Original Lyrics of the State Hymn of the Soviet Union (1944)
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After Stalin’s death in 1953, Soviet leaders announced a period of destaliniza-
tion during which his status as a symbolic figure was significantly reduced.  As 
a result, the lyrics of the anthem fell out of favor because one verse mentioned 
Stalin by name and others seemed too militaristic for the post-war peaceful 
image of the USSR that Soviet leaders wanted to project to both domestic and 

Russian Lyrics

Soiuz nerushimyi respublik svobodnykh
Splotila naveki Velikaia Rus’.
Da zdravstvuet sozdannyi volei narodov
Edinyi, moguchii Sovetskii Soiuz!

[Refrain]
Slav’sia, Otechestvo nashe svobodnoe,
Druzhby narodov nadezhnyi oplot!
Partiia Lenina—sila narodnaia
Nas k torzhestvu kommunizma vedet!

Skvoz’ grozy siialo nam solntse 
svobody,

I Lenin velikii nam put’ ozaril:
Na pravoe delo on podnial narody,
Na trud i na podvigi nas vdokhnovil!

[Refrain]
V pobede be s smer tnyk h idei 

kommunizma
My vidim griadushchee nashei strany,
I Krasnomu znameni slavnoi Otchizny
My budem vsegda bezzavetno verny!

Conceptual Literal Translation53 

Great Russia has united forever the 
unbreakable union of free republics.

Long live the united, mighty Soviet 
Union created by the will of the 
peoples!

[Refrain]
Be glorious, our free homeland,
Reliable stronghold of friendship of 

the peoples!
The Party of Lenin, the people’s 

strength, leads us to the triumph 
of communism!

Through storms the sun of freedom 
shone to us,

And the great Lenin illuminated the 
way for us,

He raised up our peoples to the righ-
teous cause,

He inspired us to labor and great feats!

[Refrain]
In the victory of the immortal ideas 

of communism
We see the future of our country,
And to the red banner of our glori-

ous homeland,
We will always be selflessly faithful.

Table 2.  Revised Lyrics of the State Hymn of the Soviet Union (1977)
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international audiences.  During this period, the anthem was performed as an 
instrumental piece without lyrics.  It was not until 1971 that one of the origi-
nal lyricists was commissioned to revise the words, with his revisions officially 
adopted in October 1977.52

In a review of both versions of the lyrics, it is significant that the first 
verse of the song was the only section that was retained without change in the 
updated version:

Great Russia has united forever the unbreakable union of free republics.

Long live the united, mighty Soviet Union created by the will of the peoples!

The verse touched on concepts that were vital to Soviet symbolism.  First, 
it described the Soviet Union as an “unbreakable union of free republics”.  
Additionally, the first verse explained that the unbreakable union had been 
“united forever by Great Russia”.  This emphasized the relationship of many of 
the territories as part of the Russian Empire and recalled that the revolution-
ary might of the Russian people led to the dissolution of that empire, allow-
ing the newly-freed peoples to join willingly to form the Soviet Union.  The 
lyrics further emphasized the idea of a voluntary union by noting that it was 
formed through the will of the peoples (with the use of the plural referring to 
the many nationalities in the USSR).  Finally, the last line of the verse tied it 
all together so that the listener understood that it was the unity of the Soviet 
peoples, following the leadership of the Russian people, that made the Soviet 
Union a mighty state.

Unity of the Soviet Republics 

The most distinctive symbols of the republics were their state arms.  Each 
coat of arms used symbolic elements related to the geography, economy, or 
culture of the republic represented, along with the motto from the Communist 
Manifesto written in the titular language of the republic.  However, visual unity 
with the Soviet Union was clearly in the republic arms because all emblems 
conformed to the socialist style of heraldry and were closely based upon the state 
emblem of the USSR.  Common elements found on all the republic emblems 
were the red star, the hammer and sickle, the rays of the rising sun, representa-
tion of agricultural products, and the inclusion of the Manifesto slogan in both 
the local language and the Russian language.54



48 Anne M. Platoff

Russian SFSR Ukrainian SSR

Byelorussian SSR Uzbek SSR

Kazakh SSR Georgian SSR
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Azerbaijan SSR Lithuanian SSR

Moldavian SSR Latvian SSR

Kirghiz SSR

Figures 7–17.  State Arms of the 
Soviet Republics (in Soviet order of 
precedence), Part 1.  
Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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Armenian SSR

Turkmen SSR EstonianSSR

Tajik SSR

Figures 18–21.  State Arms of the Soviet Republics (in Soviet order of precedence), 
Part 2.  Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Unlike the state arms of the republics, the flags were much less distinctive.  
Early flags for the union republics and autonomous republics were based upon 
the red banner of revolution.  Some simply added the republic name, others 
used abbreviations, and a few used a combination of proletarian and local sym-
bols.  However, in the 1930s standardized designs were adopted, clearly deriva-
tives of the Soviet flag, defaced with the abbreviation of the republic’s name.55

During the period 1949–1954, new flags were introduced for each of 
the union republics.  All flags used the field of the red flag of revolution and 
included the star, hammer, and sickle from the national flag.  Simple colored 
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Figures 22–23.  Flags of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic based upon the red 
banner of the revolution and the Soviet national flag.  Left:  flag used 1919–1929, 
Right:  flag used 1937–1950.  Source:  Wikimedia Commons.

stripes were used on most flags to distinguish between the different republics.  
An examination of Soviet flag books has yielded very little data about the sym-
bolism used in the designs.  Most descriptions began by emphasizing the com-
monalities already noted, and then proceeded by describing the variations in 
the blue, white, and green stripes which distinguished one flag from another.  

When symbolism was mentioned it was general in nature.  Details were 
not included for every flag.  As with the symbolism of the republic emblems, 
the differences in the flags were described as representative of the “national, 
economic, or geographical uniqueness of the republic”.  Blue in the flags was 
typically said to be symbolic of water, whether it was the waterways of the 
Russian SFSR, the waves of the Baltic Sea on the flags of the Latvian SSR and 
Estonian SSR, or the color of mountain lakes in the Armenian SSR.  Inter-
estingly, the blue in the flag of the Ukrainian SSR was said to be symbolic 
of the long-standing friendship between the Russian and Ukrainian peoples, 
rather than the waters of the Neva River or the Black Sea.  White in the flags 
of the Kirghiz SSR, Uzbek SSR, and Tajik SSR was said to represent cotton, 
the “white gold” of the region, while the green in the flag of the Moldavian 
SSR was reminiscent of the vineyards in the republic.  In describing the flag 
of the Byelorussian SSR, the books mention that the pattern along the hoist 
was based upon the “national ornament”—a traditional embroidery pattern 
of the Byelorussian people.  However, the reader was left to wonder about the 
canton on the flag of the Georgian SSR, as no explanation of its symbolism 
was included.56



52 Anne M. Platoff

Russian SFSR Ukrainian SSR

Byelorussian SSR Uzbek SSR

Kazakh SSR Georgian SSR

Azerbaijan SSR Lithuanian SSR

Modavian SSR Latvian SSR
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Kirghiz SSR Tajik SSR

Armenian SSR Turkmen SSR

Estonian SSR

One of the most common motifs used to portray the unity of the Soviet 
republics was through the display or portrayal of state symbols—those of the 
Soviet Union and those of the Union Republics—in groupings intended to 
show the republics as equals, yet as part of a bigger Soviet whole.  In public 
places such as large squares, flagpole sets flying the Soviet and union flags were 
used.  The author witnessed such a union flag display on Palace Square in Len-
ingrad, just in front of the Winter Palace, during a trip to the Soviet Union in 
December 1982.  A photo of the flags shows that they match a description of 
unity displays provided by David G. Wagner, a United States Foreign Service 
Office who was stationed at the embassy in Moscow:

In several squares around the city there are sets of permanent flagpoles 
from which the union and republic flags are flown on holidays.  The 

Figures 24–38.  State Flags of the Soviet Republics (in Soviet order of precedence).  
Source:  Wikimedia Commons.
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union flag is always given prominence and the order of precedence 
among the republics always follows the standard Soviet listing of the 
republics—the R.S.F.S.R., the Ukraine, Byelorussia, Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan, Georgia, Azerbaidzhan, Lithuania, Moldavia, Latvia, 
Turkemenia, Tajikistan, Armenia, Kirghizia, and Estonia.57

The order of precedence that Wagner mentioned matches the 1977 “con-
stitutional order” except that he seems to have made an error, having switched 
the position of the Turkmen SSR and Kirghiz SSR in his list.  Regardless of 
the order, to the observer the message conveyed by unity displays was obvious:  
despite all their differences the Soviet Republics were united and were integral 
parts of the Soviet Union.  The similarity of the republic symbols was intended 
to symbolize that, while the people of those republics had retained their cultural 
diversity, the unity of purpose in their common goal of building a developed 
socialist society meant that the unity of the proletariat was far more important 
than the nationalist interests of any of the peoples of the USSR.

Perhaps the most visible unity displays of state symbols were those placed 
on Moscow’s Red Square for the celebration of the most important Soviet 
national holidays.  Soviet patriotic images frequently used a portrayal of the 

Figure 39.  Union flag display on Palace Square in front of the Winter Palace, 
December 1982.  Source:  Michael Platoff.
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Kremlin and/or Red Square to convey unity, Soviet identity, and national pride.  
Located in the center of the city, Red Square and the Kremlin have been the 
heart of Russia (and the Soviet Union) for centuries, although Moscow was 
not always the capital.  In this one location, the long history of Russia was 
clearly on display.  Symbolically the square was important because it was a 
place for the common people with the backdrop the Kremlin—the center of 
government for the country.  Throughout the history of Russia and the Soviet 
Union the phrase “The Kremlin” has been synonymous with the Russian or 
Soviet governments.

A description of the geography of this location will set the stage for the 
grand celebrations that occurred there during the Soviet era.  The borders of 
Red Square were defined by the Cathedral of Vasilii the Blessed (St. Basil’s 
Cathedral, #3 on the diagram below), the Kremlin wall, the State Historical 
Museum (#7), and the GUM State Department Store (#13).58  Red Square was 
the symbolic center of the Soviet Union, but it was also a location that was rich 
in visual symbolism.  For example, Spasskaya (Savior) Tower—the tower with 
the gate closest to St. Basil’s, had long been notable for its large clock faces.  
In the Soviet era a large red star was added to the top of the tower, making 
it a prominent venue for the display of this important Soviet symbol.  In all 
there were five Kremlin stars—unique illuminated red-glass stars, each pro-
portioned for placement atop five Kremlin towers (seen atop #5 and #9 in this 
view).  Near the tower, positioned in front of the Kremlin wall, was the Lenin 

Figure 40.  Diagram of Red Square from a Soviet-era guidebook of Moscow.  
Source:  Moscow:  A Short Guide.
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Mausoleum—a red-granite tomb resembling a step-pyramid with the name 
“LENIN” inlaid in stone over the door.  Within the tomb the preserved body 
of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (#1) lay in state.  Lenin’s mausoleum, as the central 
pilgrimage site of Soviet civil religion, was intended to be the focal point for 
visitors to the square.  Marble viewing stands on each side of the mausoleum 
were used for patriotic parades and mass demonstrations held on Soviet holidays 
and other occasions (#2).  On the opposite side of the Kremlin wall, was the 
domed Kremlin senate building (behind the Senate Tower, #8).  This building 
served different roles throughout history.  In the Soviet era, it was notable as 
the location of Lenin’s apartment and study, Stalin’s study, and the executive 
branch of the Soviet government.  On top of the Senate’s dome was one of the 
most recognizable and iconic flagpoles in the world, where a large Soviet flag 
fluttered in the breeze.  This flagpole was an essential part of many images illus-
trating the heart of the nation.  Behind Lenin’s Mausoleum was the Kremlin 
Wall Necropolis—the burial site of Soviet dignitaries in individual tombs and 
wall creches between Spasskaya Tower (#5) on one end and Nikolskaya Tower 
(#9) on the other.  Finally, it is important to note that the Soviet Tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier was located along the Kremlin wall perpendicular to and 
outside of the square (#12).59

For Soviet citizens and foreign observers Red Square was clearly the focal 
point of the Soviet culture of patriotism and civil religion.  Most notably it was 
the location of massive parades on three major national holidays.  The first was 
International Workers’ Day (May 1)—a world-wide celebration of the working 
class, commonly known as May Day.  On this occasion the square was the site 
of a military parade followed by a choreographed civilian mass demonstration.  
Following the Soviet victory in World War II, Victory Day (May 9) was often 
the occasion for a military review on the square.  The third holiday was the 
Anniversary of the Great October Revolution (November 7), commemorating 
the Bolshevik Revolution of 25 October 1917.  The Red Square celebration for 
this holiday was like that on May Day, with both a military parade and a cho-
reographed civilian mass demonstration.  Often shortened as “Great October” 
on cards, the holiday was celebrated in November due to the change from the 
Julian calendar to the Gregorian calendar following the revolution.

During public holidays, Red Square was decorated with large placards and 
banners bearing Soviet symbols and Communist Party slogans.  Red banners, 
flags, and posters were carried by participants in the civilian mass demon-
strations resulting in visual waves of symbols flowing through the square on 
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these occasions.  In addition, the large red stars atop the Kremlin towers, the 
streaming red Soviet flag atop the dome of the Kremlin Senate, and the stately 
mausoleum of Lenin all lent an air of sacredness to Red Square in the eyes of 
the average Soviet citizen.60

   A typical May Day or Great October parade followed a recognizable 
script.  Prior to the event dignitaries and foreign guests, accompanied by their 
families, took their places in the viewing stands on either side of the Lenin 
Mausoleum.  Shortly before the parade began the top leaders of the USSR 
ascended the stairs to their viewing platform on top of the mausoleum.  Next 
came a military parade including a customary review of the troops by top 
commanders and marching units from all branches of the Soviet military 
bearing their weapons and unit banners.  The military parade was notable for 
the display of the most up-to-date weaponry in the Soviet arsenal including 

Figures 41–42.  Image of a Kremlin star and view 
of Red Square during the 1981 celebration of the 
anniversary of the Great October Revolution.  In the 
image above, note the large Soviet flag on the Kremlin 
Senate; the Soviet state emblem on Senate tower and the 
republic coats of arms on the wall to either side; and the 
republic flags in the foreground.  Source:  Wikimedia 
Commons and YouTube.
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armored vehicles, missile launchers and carriers, and fly-overs by military air-
craft.  Following the military parade there was a mass demonstration of the 
Soviet people.  Intended to recall the demonstrations that characterized the 
actions of Russian revolutionaries, the Soviet version was highly organized and 
choreographed.  Marchers included groups from various regions and republics 
including cadres of workers, athletes, youth groups, and often collectives of 
people dressed in the ethnic costume of different parts of the country.  Partici-
pants carried red flags and banners, placards and banners with Soviet symbols 
and slogans, and bunches of flowers or balloons.  There were also vehicles and 
floats that thematically represented the unity of the working people and the 
national groups of the USSR.61

Reviewing parade footage available through various online collections 
yielded information on how this unity motif was used on these occasions.  While 
footage from before 1945 was not of sufficient quality to determine whether 
symbols for all the republics were used, post-war video clearly shows distinct 
patterns of usage.  Footage from the original Victory Day Parade held on 24 
June 1945 clearly shows a set of state emblems of the Soviet republics mounted 
on the GUM department store across from the viewing stands.  Parade footage 
available from May Day and Great October celebrations from 1946 through 
May Day 1957 showed similar unity displays of the state arms on GUM.  It 
is possible that there were also displays of republic flags on the square, but it is 
impossible to confirm because of the low quality of the footage and the close 
resemblance of the flags to the national flag of the USSR and other “red ban-
ner” designs.  Between the Great October anniversaries in 1957 and 1986, 
the arrangement of the unity displays was different.  For the parades of this 
period the state emblems of the republics were displayed on the Kremlin wall 
on both sides behind the mausoleum, with the state emblem of the USSR dis-
played above on Senate Tower.  Across the square on large flagpoles spaced 
out in front of GUM was a display of the republic flags.  Parade footage from 
1987 through 1989 shows the display of the Soviet and republic emblems along 
the Kremlin wall, but during these years the republic flags had been replaced 
by tall narrow red banners on the flagpoles in front of GUM.  Finally, at the 
last Soviet celebration of the anniversary of the Great October Revolution in 
November 1990, the Soviet national arms were in place on Senate Tower while 
the emblems of the republics were notable in their absence.62

This motif of unified symbols was also common on postcards that people 
sent to their friends and family for various holidays.  Examination of a sampling 
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of these postcards reveals that, even before the 1977 constitution, the order of 
precedence was already in use and is evident on four out of seven cards exam-
ined (the two right-most cards in the top and bottom rows).

Figures 43–49.  Examples of holiday cards showing unity displays of state symbols.  
Top row:  Two cards from 1959 for the anniversary of the October Revolution and 
a Ukrainian postcard from 1961 for May Day.  Middle row:  1964 card for May 
Day.  Bottom row:  1964 postcard for May Day, 1972 postcard with state arms and 
text reading “Be Glorious, Our Free Homeland” (the unofficial title of the State 
Anthem), and 1977 card for May Day.  Source:  Collection of the author.
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On all the cards the state flag of the Soviet Union was larger than the other 
flags and was either at the top of the display or used as a backdrop for the other 
flags.  The arrangement of the republic flags typically followed the prescribed 
order, although in some cases the grouping of the flags makes it more difficult 
to see.  On cards where the displays do not match the 1977 constitutional order, 
the flags of Russian SFSR, Ukrainian SSR, and Byelorussian SSR have been 
placed at the top or top left of the display.  Another example of flag unity dis-
plays intended for mass consumption would have been on small metal badges 
known collectively as “znachki”.  A typical use of this motif on badges was for 
the anniversaries of the creation of the Soviet Union.63

Figures 50–51.  Znachki (metal badges) for Soviet anniversaries incorporating unity 
flag displays.  On both examples, highly-simplified flags of the republics are arranged 
in 1977 constitutional order from the top down.  At left they are tiled left to right, 
in four rows against the background of the Soviet national flag.  The example at 
right also shows the flags in order from left to right, arranged around the Soviet 
national emblem and topped by the red banner of revolution bearing the letters 
SSSR (USSR).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Another way to illustrate this level of unity was by linking the symbols 
of an individual Soviet Republic with the symbols of the Soviet Union, or by 
showing selected groups of republic symbols.  This type of symbolic unity would 
have been ideal for use in public venues within each of the republics, as they 
emphasized the relationship between the republic and the USSR.  In this way 
it was possible to display the state symbols of the republics without the implied 
nationalist or separatist messaging that could have occurred if only the republic 
symbols were used.  Illustrations from a Ukrainian-language manual on agita-
tion, intended for artists, clearly show how the flags of the Ukrainian SSR and 
the Soviet Union could be used in a unity display.  Such displays would have 
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been appropriate for official events and national holidays.  Unity displays of 
republic and Soviet symbols would have also been used on consumer goods such 
as collectibles, holiday cards, and other items.  In some instances, the displays 
might have shown selected groupings of republic flags, such as on a first day 
cover showing the flags of the three republics which originally entered the union 
as the Transcaucasian Socialist Federative Soviet Republic—the Georgian SSR, 
the Azerbaijan SSR, and the Armenian SSR.  For other uses, the unity display 
would have used the symbols of a specific republic with symbols of the USSR.

        

Figures 52–53.  Recommended arrangements for patriotic displays using flags of 
the Soviet Union and the Ukrainian SSR from a manual for artists.  Source:  I. 
Martoloha, Na dopomohu kul’turno-osvitnim pratsivnykam ta samodiial’nym 
khudozhnykam v oformlenni naochnoï agitatsiï, pp. 10, 20.
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Often this motif was used for groups of items designed for collectors such 
as postcard sets, postcards, postage stamps, first day covers, and znachki.  Col-
lecting was a popular hobby among the Soviet populace, and people might have 
enjoyed working to acquire full sets of these items.  In looking at examples from 
five different unity sets of znachki, it becomes clear that there were a variety of 
ways to use the republic symbols in this context.  Often both the state flag and 
state emblem of the republic would be used, though there were sets that used 
just one symbol.  In many cases the badge included not just the symbols, but 
also a label identifying the republic.  Notable in the examples below is the flag 
badge for the Armenian SSR (bottom left) which included the abbreviation of 
the republic using the Armenian alphabet.  Each pin in the set identified the 
flag in the appropriate language.

Figures 54–57.  Postal cards and postal covers using combined republic and Soviet 
symbols.  Top row:  Flags of the Transcaucasian Soviet republics (left) and symbols 
of the Estonian SSR (right).  Bottom row:  Flags of the Soviet Union and the Uzbek 
SSR (left) and combined symbols of the Soviet Union and the Armenian SSR (right).  
Source:  Collection of David Phillips.
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Figures 58–62.  Znachki (metal badges) from five different unity sets.  Top to 
bottom, left to right:  Ukrainian SSR, Armenian SSR, Georgian SSR, Latvian SSR, 
and Turkmen SSR.  Source:  Collection of the author.

Unity of the Soviet Peoples 

While state symbols were used to show the unity of the Soviet republics, 
there were also motifs that specifically demonstrated the socialist brotherhood 
of the Soviet peoples.  One method to show this type of unity was through 
illustrating a group of people, each wearing the national dress of a different 
republic.  An excellent example of this type of illustration was a two-page spread 
from a children’s alphabet book published in 1991.  On the pages a group of 
15 children have gathered together, holding hands to demonstrate their friend-
ship, with the image positioned above the text for the first verse and refrain 
of the state hymn of the Soviet Union.  The children waved a combination 
of flowers and red flags, demonstrating their peaceful coexistence and shared 
Soviet identity.64

An additional way of showing unity at the people’s level was by using mul-
tiple languages in strategic ways.  One place where every citizen would have 
encountered this mode of unity symbolism was on the currency of the USSR.  
While not all writing on Soviet banknotes was multilingual, the practice of 
writing the denomination and monetary unit in multiple languages was estab-
lished early on and continued throughout the history of the country.  Because 
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Figure 63.  Children in national costumes of the 15 republics celebrate the 
“unbreakable union of freeborn republics”.  Note that the Russian boy carried the 
national flag and rallied the other children.  Source: Goretskii, et al, Azbuka, pp. 
190–191.

the Russian language was quickly established as the common language among 
all citizens of the USSR and considering that even citizens who did not have 
fluency in Russian would be able to read the numerals on the notes, it seems 
clear that the most likely rationale behind this design element on Soviet money 
was to demonstrate the equality and unity of all Soviet peoples.

Unity of the Workers and the Peasants 

The most common symbols in the USSR were those that represented the 
unity of the workers and the peasants.  For any Marxist this was the most fun-
damental type of unity, as it was the very foundation of Soviet society.  The 
primary way to show this concept symbolically was through use of the ham-
mer and sickle.  As tools of the working class, the hammer and sickle were 
symbols not only of the country but also of the people themselves.  Leninism 
taught that as the Soviet people developed an advanced socialist society, eth-
nic and national identities would cease to have significance while the unity of 
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Figures 64–67.  Soviet five-ruble banknotes 
demonstrating the use of multiple languages to 
label the denomination and unit of currency.  Top 
to bottom:  examples dated from 1925 (Series used 
1924–25), 1938, 1961 (Series used 1961–91), and 
1947 (series used 1947–61).  Source:  Collection of 
Lawrence Kaplan.
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the proletariat would prevail.  Though many Soviet sources refer to the unity 
of the workers, peasants, and intelligentsia, the symbolic representation of this 
concept typically only used symbols for the workers and peasants.  In addi-
tion, the motto from the Communist Manifesto would have served as a call for 
unity at the people’s level.  These symbols were used extensively throughout 
the Soviet Union in many different ways.65

A popular artistic theme in the Soviet movement of socialist realist art was 
the glorification of work—in factories and in the fields.  It was important to 
demonstrate that all types of labor were valued and that workers in all fields 
were vital to success of building advanced socialism.  Perhaps the best personi-
fication of this theme was a sculpture by Vera Mukhina titled “The Worker 
and Kolkhoz Woman” (“Rabochiy i kolkhoznitsa”).67  Created for installation 
on the Soviet pavilion at the 1937 Paris International Exposition, the sculpture 
portrayed two young Soviet citizens—a factory worker and a collective farm 
woman.  Each held a tool raised high and, as the figures appeared to move 
forward, their tools combined to form the hammer and sickle emblem—the 
symbol of labor and of the first socialist state.

Figure 68.  Challenge banner used to encourage “socialist competition” in industrial 
production that showed the Soviet state emblem and the “Proletarians of all 
countries, unite!” slogan from the Communist Manifesto.  Designs for these banners 
varied and often included images of Lenin (and/or Stalin), bilingual obverse-reverse 
pairs of state emblems and slogans, as well as union displays of the state emblems of 
the USSR and Soviet republics.66  Source:  Collection of the author
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B. Iofan, the architect of the pavilion, acquainted me with the theme:  
a young worker and collective farm woman triumphantly raising aloft 
the emblems of their labours—a hammer and sickle—which were to 
cross high in the air and form the main part of the State Emblem of 
the Soviet Union.
…
I did not have to invent the prototypes of the figures, they surrounded 
me at every step in my daily life—people who were full of the joy of 
living and sure of themselves and of their victory.68

Figure 69.  Vera Mukhina’s sculpture titled “The Worker and the Kolkhoz Woman”.  
Source:  Wikimedia Commons.
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Figures 70–73.  First Row:  Vera Mukhina’s sculpture “The Worker and the 
Kolkhoz Woman” as used on a stamp and in the logo of the Soviet film company 
Mosfilm.  Postal card (and detail) showing the hands and tools from the sculpture.  
Sources:  Wikimedia Commons, Woman.ru, and collection of David Phillips.
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Following the exhibition in Paris, the sculpture was moved to Moscow 
where it stood in front of the Exhibition of Achievements of the National 
Economy.  Mukhina’s sculpture was reproduced on postage stamps, on greet-
ing cards, and was a key element in the production logo of the Mosfilm movie 
studio.  It would have been familiar to all citizens of the USSR, regardless of 
whether they had ever seen the sculpture in person.69

An examination of Soviet greeting cards implies that artists were given 
flexibility in how they could portray the hammer and sickle.  Examples show 
them formed from a ribbon, from a series of words, or combined with flow-
ers or colorful backgrounds.  When compared with how the unity displays of 
official state symbols were depicted, this lack of standardization for the por-
trayal of the hammer and sickle seems to indicate that they were considered the 
people’s symbols and thus, were appropriate for use at this level.  In contrast, 
state symbols (official flags and coats of arms) were typically reserved for more 
formal contexts.  On holiday cards the hammer and sickle would have been 
appropriate for any occasion.  As the combined hammer and sickle emblem also 
served as a national symbol, its usage conveyed additional meaning as a repre-
sentation of overall Soviet unity.  In addition, the red star served as a symbol 
of the people’s unity when used in civilian and unofficial contexts.

In the images on page 70, the one that might seem the most out of place 
to the Western viewer would probably be the card for the New Year (bottom 
right).  This holiday appropriated many secular Christmas traditions for use 
in a Soviet civil celebration.  The focal point of holiday decorations for the 
New Year’s holiday was the traditional elka (pronounced yelka)—an ever-
green tree decorated with tinsel, flags, ornaments (called “New Year’s toys”), 
and topped with a Soviet red star.  Cards for this holiday often showed Ded 
Morozh (Grandfather Frost), Snegurochka (the Snow Maiden), a full elka or fir 
branch, or fireworks over the Kremlin.  It was not unusual for tree decorations 
to portray patriotic themes through the incorporation of red stars or the ham-
mer and sickle.  A frequent theme for New Year’s cards during the decades of 
the space race was to show children dressed as cosmonauts, celebrating Soviet 
achievements in space as important accomplishments of the Soviet people.70

The combined hammer and sickle, the red star, views of Red Square and 
the Kremlin, and Cyrillic letters CCCP (pronounced SSSR, meaning “USSR”) 
were also popular images on children’s toy flags that were used for a variety of 
holidays, especially those that included parades or festive gatherings.  In Russian 
the flags were called prazdnichnye flazhki, meaning “little holiday flags”.  They 
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Figures 74–81.  Eight holiday cards featuring the hammer and sickle.  Top row:  
Three cards for May Day.  Middle row:  Postcard for an unspecified holiday (left) 
and two for the anniversary of the October Revolution.  Bottom row:  Postcards for 
the anniversary of the revolution (left) and for the New Year (right).  
Source:  Collection of the author.
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Figures 82–84.  New Year’s card showing Grandfather Frost with a decorated tree 
and ornaments showing Soviet symbolism.  Sources:  Soviet Art:  USSR Culture 
website and collection of the author.

 Figures 85–87.  New Year’s cards showing child cosmonauts.  These cards illustrate 
how elements of national symbolism were incorporated into cards for a festive 
holiday.  Red stars on the Kremlin and the elka served multiple purposes as they 
represented the USSR as well as the unity of all the world’s communists.  The SSSR 
(USSR) on the helmets and rockets, of course, acted as a national identifier on the 
equipment as well as emphasizing the many achievements of the Soviet people in 
space.  All three cards read “With the New Year!”  Source:  Collection of the author.
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were sold in toy stores and distributed at parades and other celebrations where 
children would be present.  In this way they served as a socialization tool for 
helping children to develop a sense of Soviet identity and to learn the culture 
of patriotism in their country.  It was not uncommon to see these small flags 
waved by children and adults alike in footage of May Day and Great Octo-
ber parades.  While some holiday flags used imagery that clearly reflected the 
themes of specific holidays, others were more general and would have been 
suitable for any occasion.  The messages conveyed by the symbols on the flags 
clearly spoke to Soviet citizens of the unity of the workers and peasants, of the 
worldwide proletariat, and of the USSR’s status as the center of the interna-
tional socialist movement.71

   

Unity of All the World’s Socialists 

From the perspective of Marxist–Leninist philosophy, class unity of the 
proletariat across national boundaries would be a natural outcome of the devel-
opment of socialism in different countries.  As the workers around the world 
took power into their own hands and matured as socialists, a sense of interna-
tionalism would prevail.  In a booklet titled Patriotism and Internationalism, 
these ideas were explained in English translation.

Since the day the working class appeared in the social arena as an inde-
pendent political force, its ideological weapon in the struggle against 
the bourgeoisie has been proletarian internationalism, that is, the idea 
of solidarity, of unity of all workers regardless of nationality or race.72

How did this idea relate to nationalism?  It was vital for a true internation-
alist to understand the difference between the two concepts and to recognize 
the motives behind nationalist movements.

Underlying internationalism is the idea of class solidarity of the exploited 
and the toilers, the struggle for liberty and independence of all peoples, 
big and small.  Nationalism is the ideological weapon of the bour-
geoisie, a means for kindling animosity and distrust between peoples. 
…
Under the banner of nationalism, the imperialists concoct plots against 
the freedom and independence of peoples, organise predatory wars, 
kindle national strife among the working people and rob and oppress 
the colonial peoples.73
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Figures 88–95.  Eight Soviet children’s holiday flags with symbols of the unity of 
the workers and the peasants as well as the unity of international socialism.  Text on 
the flags in rows two and three read “Glory to October”, “USSR”, and “With the 
Holiday”.  The flag at bottom left includes three slogans from the revolution:  “Peace 
to the peoples”, “Land to the peasants”, and “All power to the Soviets!”.  
Source:  Collection of the author.
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Figures 96–97.  Two May Day cards with symbolic representations of the sense 
of brotherhood between the Soviets and international socialists.  Both read “S 
prazdnikom!” (meaning “With the holiday!”).  The postcard on the top shows Lenin 
and a red banner with the slogan from the Communist Manifesto against the outline 
of a globe.  On the bottom, the greeting card shows Spasskaya Tower with the flags 
that are presumably carried by marchers below on Red Square.  A red star marks the 
position of Moscow on the map, while the words “peace”, “ labor”, and “May” are 
repeated above the curvature of the Earth.  Source:  Collection of the author.
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With an understanding that the internationalism of the Soviet peoples was 
the key to the success of the Soviet system, and an expectation that this process 
would naturally occur in other countries, it is understandable why the unity of 
the proletariat of the entire world was a key theme in Soviet symbolism.  It was 
important that citizens in the USSR develop not just a sense of Soviet identity, 
but also an understanding of their place as members of a global community.

Figures 98–99.  Top:  May Day postcard incorporating flags of communist countries 
to illustrate the peaceful alliance of the world’s socialists.  Bottom:  Postal cover and 
stamp using international flags to show the unity of the Warsaw Pact countries on 
the 30th anniversary of the alliance.  
Sources:  Collections of the author and David Phillips.
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Figures 100–102.  Illustrations of bilateral unity between the Soviet Union and its 
socialist allies.  Top:  Postal covers celebrating the 40th anniversaries of the Soviet 
army’s liberation of Czechoslovakia and North Korea at the end of World War II.  
Bottom:  Postal card for a Soviet-Cuban philately exhibition.  
Source:  Collection of David Phillips.



77Representations of Unity in Soviet Symbolism

Soviet men and women do not divorce their national interests from 
the interests of the working people of other countries.  They regard 
the cause of the building of communism in the Soviet Union as an 
integral part of the common cause of the world proletariat.74

As previously mentioned, the chief symbols for demonstrating the unity 
of the Soviets with all the world’s socialists were the red banner, the red star, 
and the slogan from the Communist Manifesto.  These symbols served multiple 
functions in the Soviet Union, as they could be interpreted as symbols of the 
USSR; symbols of the unity of all Soviet republics and peoples; or symbols 
of internationalism and socialist brotherhood.  It was on May Day when the 
themes of international friendship and world peace were most prominent.  For 
example, some cards for the holiday may have had a Soviet focus, but they were 
clearly intended to make the viewer think more globally.

As previously mentioned, the emblems of many communist countries used 
the socialist style of heraldry that originated in the Soviet Union.  When Soviet 
citizens saw an image of the state emblems of Bulgaria, Hungary, Mongolia, 
North Korea, Romania, Yugoslavia, or other countries that incorporated the 
red star, they would immediately have recognized that the star represented 
the socialist unity that existed between the peoples of those countries.  And 
while the emblems of the People’s Republic of China and Vietnam used yel-
low stars on a field of red, the symbolism of socialist brotherhood would have 
been clearly understood in the Soviet Union.  In other instances, the unity of 
the working people of all the world’s communist states would have been illus-
trated by combining the flag of the Soviet Union with the flags of its socialist 
allies and partners.

Additionally, this unity of the working people of all countries was frequently 
shown through the portrayal of a group of three people—one clearly European, 
one of African descent, and one from the Asian continent.  This “three-races” 
theme worked to convey a sense of internationalism and emphasize that, as the 
peoples of the Soviet Union worked together to achieve a higher level of social-
ism in their country, they would grow closer together and truly become one 
people culturally.  Likewise, according to the theories of Marxism–Leninism 
it was the destiny of all peoples to eventually undergo these changes and join 
the international socialist brotherhood.  When the Soviet Union supported 
socialist movements in other countries, especially in developing nations, it was 
justified on the basis that they were helping the people of those countries to free 
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Figures 103–106.  Four Soviet postcards that use the “three-races” theme to 
demonstrate unity with the world’s socialists.  The card on the top right was most 
likely for International Women’s Day, while others were for May Day.  
Source:  Collection of the author.
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themselves from the control of the bourgeoisie so that they could build a society 
where all the people enjoyed the benefits of their own labor.  The three-races 
theme was a convenient way to illustrate the unity of the worldwide proletariat 
at a personal level.  In different examples the people shown were usually of the 
same age group, they carried flowers or other symbols of peace and friendship, 
and they were clearly happy to be together.  This theme was used in children’s 
book illustrations, on greeting cards, on propaganda posters, and on children’s 
holiday flags.  It was used for holidays with an international emphasis, such 
as International Women’s Day (8 March) and May Day, as well as at events 
where Young Pioneers from different countries were present.  Materials related 
to international gatherings of Young Pioneers may have also used this theme.

Figures 107–108.  Two children’s holiday flags using the three-races theme to 
illustrate the international friendship of all socialist peoples.  The flag above reads 
“Friendship”; the one below has the slogan “To the world, peace”.  
Source:  Collection of the author.
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One additional aspect of unity symbolism warrants discussion.  As the 
visual imagery has demonstrated, the three concepts of unity were evident 
throughout the Soviet symbol system.  As citizens of the Soviet Union went 
about the activities of their daily lives, they would have encountered these 
themes in a variety of contexts.  However, imagery was not the only means 
for conveying these messages.  The public sphere in the Soviet Union was 
also a world filled with slogans, many of which echoed the themes of union 
and unity.  Strategic messages would have been displayed on posters and ban-
ners, repeated in print media, and echoed on state-run radio and television.  
An excellent way to sample the verbal symbolism of the USSR is through an 
examination of the official May Day slogans issued by the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union at the end of April each year.  Many of them would have 
been reused each year, while others were tailored to the national priorities 
facing the country at a specific time.  The official list of slogans, which was 
often quite extensive, was printed in both Pravda and Izvestiia—the two 
newspapers of record in the USSR.  Below is a sample of messages used from 
the 1950s through the 1980s, which reinforced the message of “unity” at the 
levels previously discussed.

•  Long live May 1—day of solidarity of working people of the world, day of 
brotherhood of workers of all countries! (1950)

•  Long live the great Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, stronghold of the 
friendship and glory of the peoples of our country, invincible citadel of 
peace throughout the world! (1951)

•  Working people of all countries! Peace will be maintained and made lasting 
if the peoples take the cause of maintaining peace into their own hands and 
stand by it to the end! Strengthen the unity of the peoples in the struggle 
for peace, multiply and rally the ranks of the peace partisans! (1952)

•  Working people of the Soviet Union! Strengthen the indissoluble alliance 
of the working class and the collective farm peasantry and the fraternal 
friendship among the peoples of our country! Tirelessly strengthen the 
unity of the great, Soviet multinational state! (1953)

•  Long live peace and friendship among peoples! (1962)

•  Raise high the banner of proletarian internationalism! (1962)
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•  Hail to the working class of the whole world! Proletarians of all countries, 
unite! (1966)

•  Hail to the great and indestructible unity of the Party and the people! (1966)

•  May the alliance of the working class and the collective farm peasantry—
the indestructible foundation of the Soviet socialist state—grow stronger 
and flourish! (1969)

•  Hail to the unity and solidarity of the peoples of the countries of the socialist 
commonwealth!  Raise higher the banner of socialist internationalism! (1975)

•  Hail to the indestructible alliance of the working class, the collective farm 
peasantry and the people’s intelligentsia!  May the ideological and political 
unity of Soviet society grow stronger! (1977)

•  Hail to the Leninist Communist Party of the Soviet Union!  The Party’s 
strength lies in unity with the people!  The people’s strength lies in unity 
with the Party and its leadership! (1982)

•  Citizens of the USSR!  Tirelessly strengthen the union and brotherhood 
of free peoples in a free country—the source of the strength of our great 
multinational homeland! (1988)

•  Hail to Soviet patriotism, uniting the national pride and property of each 
people with the internationalism of socialist society! (1988)

As this small sample illustrates, the concepts of “unity” and “union” 
were recurrent themes in the annual lists of official slogans for the May Day 
holiday.  They also could have been used throughout the year in different 
contexts.  While average citizens might not have consciously read the text, 
they would have registered subliminally and reinforced the basic concepts of 
Soviet society—that the strength of the country depended upon the unity of 
the workers and the peasants, the unity of the many peoples of the USSR, and 
in the internationalism that was the bond uniting all of the many peoples in 
the world who were working to build communism.75
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Conclusion

In a discussion of national symbols, Whitney Smith emphasized that, 
“above all, symbols are employed to induce action by forming and maintain-
ing a belief system”.76  For the citizens of the Soviet Union that belief system 
was Marxism–Leninism.  As followers of the “Lenin Path” they were expected 
to practice collectivism, to work together to build communism, and to value 
their Soviet identity over their ethnicity.  Smith’s explanation of the impor-
tance of national symbolism in modern states sheds light on why symbols 
were vital to the unity of the Soviet Union.

Collectively, they constitute an important force for social solidarity, 
transformation, and renewal.  Symbols indeed appear to be necessary 
for the establishment of social cohesion, the legitimization of insti-
tutions and of political authority, and the inculcation of beliefs and 
conventions of behavior.77

Additionally, Smith reminded his readers that a country’s civil religion 
and culture of patriotism:

…uses symbols to define and justify the nation, its political system, 
its social norms and values, and the crucial questions of individual 
sacrifice and obedience which every society demands.78

Finally, he suggested that “one definition of the nation state is a group 
of people accepting a common system of values expressed through symbols.”  
In this sense, the Soviet people were defined by their symbols—the red ban-
ner, the combined hammer and sickle, and the red star.  The symbols of the 
Soviet Union helped to reinforce a sense of Soviet national identity among 
the population.  They were also meant to remind citizens throughout the 
republics that their similarities were more important than their differences.79

Soviet citizens were socialized to understand the necessity of unity at all 
levels—the unity of the workers and the peasants, the unity of the republics 
and peoples, as well as the unity of the Soviet people with the working people 
of the world.  Citizens learned these themes in childhood and in adulthood 
would have recognized them in the different symbolic motifs illustrated in 
this discussion.  While the word “unity” might not have come to mind each 
time a citizen saw one of these symbols, subliminally the message would 
have been communicated.  In this way the citizen’s sense of Soviet national 
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identity was continuously reinforced.  The red star, with its five points that 
represented the working people of all continents, also served as a symbol of 
the Soviet military, its victory over the fascists, and its ability to protect the 
homeland.  Every time the combined hammer and sickle emblem was used 
it would have alluded to the workers and the peasants, but also to the many 
achievements of the Soviet people in the development of their country through 
socialist labor.  Finally, the red banner of the revolution was everywhere in 
banner form or as the state flag of the USSR, where all three forms of unity 
were represented.  For many decades, this sense of Soviet identity and pride 
in the accomplishments of the USSR were effective in keeping the people on 
the Marxist–Leninist path.

However, through the hindsight of history we now understand that this 
sense of unity and identification with the Soviet homeland was not enough to 
completely transform the many nationalities of the USSR into one truly united 
people.  During the era of glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring) 
in the 1980s, shortcomings in the Soviet system became harder to ignore and 
more citizens expressed their dissatisfaction with the nature of the union.  
Once it became clear that the regime in Moscow was unwilling to keep the 
Soviet Union intact by force, several republics exercised their constitutional 
right to withdraw and declare their independence.  On 25 December 1991 at 
7:32 p.m. Moscow time, the state flag of the Soviet Union was lowered from 
the dome of the Kremlin Senate for the final time.  The red banner of the 
revolution bearing the five-pointed star and the combined hammer and sickle 
emblem ceased to represent the union of the Soviet peoples and, for many, 
became a symbol of the failed experiment of the world’s first communist state.

This paper was first presented at the 52nd annual meeting of NAVA in Québec 
City, Québec, in October 2018.
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country and their geographic distribution.  Source: ZeppelinXanadu2112, “A 
map of all the ethnic groups in the USSR”, <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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svg>.

Figure 28.   State Flag of the Kazakh SSR, 1953–1990.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/
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Figure 29.   State Flag of the Georgian SSR, 1951–1990.  Source: <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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Figure 30.   State Flag of the Azerbaijan SSR, 1956–1991.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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Figure 31.   State Flag of the Lithuanian SSR, 1953–1988.  Source: <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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svg>.

Figure 32.   State Flag of the Moldavian SSR, 1952–1990.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Flag_of_the_Moldavian_Soviet_Socialist_Republic_(1952%E2%80%931990).
svg>.

Figure 33.   State Flag of the Latvian SSR, 1953–1990.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Flag_of_the_Latvian_Soviet_Socialist_Republic_(1953%E2%80%931990).
svg>.

Figure 34.   State Flag of the Kirghiz SSR, 1952–1992.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Flag_of_the_Kyrgyz_Soviet_Socialist_Republic.svg>.

Figure 35.   State Flag of the Tajik SSR, 1953–1991.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/
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Figure 36.   State Flag of the Armenian SSR, 1952–1990.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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svg>.
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Figure 37.   State Flag of the Turkmen SSR, 1973–1992.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Flag_of_the_Turkmen_Soviet_Socialist_Republic.svg>.

Figure 38.   State Flag of the Estonian SSR, 1953–1990.  Source:  <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Flag_of_the_Estonian_Soviet_Socialist_Republic_(1953%E2%80%931990).
svg>.

Figure 39.   Union flag display on Palace Square in front of the Winter Palace, December 
1982.  Source:  Photo courtesy of Michael Platoff.

Figure 40.   Diagram of Red Square from a Soviet-era guidebook of Moscow.  Source:  
Vladimir Chernov, Moscow: A Short Guide (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1979), 
pp. 36–37.

Figure 41.   Photo of a red-glass star atop a tower of the Moscow Kremlin.  Source:  <commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kremlin_Star.jpg>.

Figure 42.   View of Red Square during the 1981 celebration of the anniversary of the Great 
October Revolution.  Source:  Still image from RedSamurai84, “USSR Anthem, 
Revolution Day 1981 ???? ????      ” [video], <youtu.be/j-2HOSET8Lc?t=128>.

Figure 43.   P. Kudriavtsev, artist, “42” [for the 42nd anniversary of the Great October 
Revolution], postcard (Kalinin:  Izobrazitel’noe iskusstvo (Izogiz), 1959).  Source:  
Collection of the author.

Figure 44.   A. Antonchenko, artist, “With the holiday Great October!”, postcard (Kalinin: 
Izobrazitel’noe iskusstvo (Izogiz), 1959).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 45.   M. Raakhvarger, artist, “With the holiday 1 May!”, postcard (Kiev:  Derzhvne 
vidavnytstvo obrazotvorchoho mystectva [i muzychnoï] literatura URSR, 1961).  
Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 46.   Lesegri, artists, “With the holiday, First of May!”, postcard (n.p.:  Izdanie 
Ministerstva sviazi SSSR, 1964).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 47.   M. Sapozhnikov, artist, “Peace, Labor, May”, postcard (Moscow:  Sovetskii 
khudozhnik, 1964).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 48.   D. Zus’kov, artist, “Be Glorious, Our Free Homeland”, postcard (Moscow:  
Izobrazitel’noe iskusstvo (Izogiz), 1972).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 49.   V. Ponomarev, artist, “1 May, With the holiday”, postcard (n.p.:  Izdanie 
Ministerstva sviazi SSSR, 1973).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 50.   “50 Years”, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 51.   “USSR / 1922–1982 / 60”, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection of the 

author.
Figure 52.   Recommended arrangement for a patriotic display using flags of the Soviet Union 

and the Ukrainian SSR from a manual for artists.  Source:  I. Martoloha, Na 
dopomohu kul’turno-osvitnim pratsivnykam ta samodiial’nym khudozhnykam v 
oformlenni naochnoï agitatsiï (n.p.:  Kirovohrads’ke oblasne upravlinnia kul’tury 
oblasnii budinok narodnoï tvorchosti, 1959), p. 10.

Figure 53.   Recommended arrangement for patriotic displays using flags of the Soviet Union 
and the Ukrainian SSR from a manual for artists.  Source:  I. Martoloha, Na 
dopomohu kul’turno-osvitnim pratsivnykam ta samodiial’nym khudozhnykam v 
oformlenni naochnoï agitatsiï (n.p.:  Kirovohrads’ke oblasne upravlinnia kul’tury 
oblasnii budinok narodnoï tvorchosti, 1959), p. 20.
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Figure 54.   V. Konovalov, artist, [flags of the Georgian SSR, the Azerbaijan SSR, and the 
Armenian SSR], postal card (n.p.:  Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1984).  Source.  
Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 55.   P. Veremenko, artist, [flags of the Estonian SSR and the USSR], postal card 
(n.p.: Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1980).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 56.   T. Panchenko, artist, [flags of the Uzbek SSR and the USSR], postal cover (n.p.: 
Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1984).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 57.   A. Shmidshtein, artist, [flags of the Armenian SSR and the USSR], postal cover 
(n.p.: Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1980).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 58.   Flag of the Ukrainian SSR, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection of the 
author.

Figure 59.   Flag and initials of the Armenian SSR, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection 
of the author.

Figure 60.   Flag and arms of the Georgian SSR, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection 
of the author.

Figure 61.   Flag and arms of the Latvian SSR, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection 
of the author.

Figure 62.   Flag and arms of the Turkmen SSR, znachok (metal badge).  Source:  Collection 
of the author.

Figure 63.   Children in national dress.  Source:  Vseslav Gavrilovich Goretskii, Viktor 
Andreevich Kiriushkin, and Anatolii Filippovich Shanko, Azbuka (Moscow: 
Prosveshchenie, 1991), pp. 190–191.

Figure 64.   USSR, Five-ruble banknote, 1925.  Source:  Collection of Lawrence Kaplan.
Figure 65.   USSR, Five-ruble banknote, 1938.  Source:  Collection of Lawrence Kaplan.
Figure 66.   USSR, Five-ruble banknote, 1961.  Source:  Collection of Lawrence Kaplan.
Figure 67.   USSR, Five-ruble banknote, 1947.  Source:  Collection of Lawrence Kaplan.
Figure 68.   Challenge banner with state emblem of the USSR and text reading “Proletarians 

of all countries, unite!”.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 69.   Vera Mukhina, “The Worker and the Kolkhoz Woman”.  Source:  Limitchik, “A 

Soviet era monument located to VDNKh in Moscow.” <commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:The_Worker_and_Kolkhoz_Woman.jpg>.  

Figure 70.   USSR, Postage stamp with image of Mukhina’s sculpture.  Source:  Stamps.ru website, 
<stamps.ru/catalog/standartnyy-vypusk-sssr/skulptura-rabochiy-i-kolhoznica>.

Figure 71.   Mosfilm, studio logo, 1947–?.  Source:  Anastasia Marina, ИИИИИИИИ ИИИИИИИИИ 
ИИИИИ ИИИИИИИИИИИ ИИИ ИИИИИИИИИ? (The Internet opens up new possibilities 
for moviegoers)”, Woman.ru, <www.woman.ru/rest/freetime/article/55890/>. 

Figures 72–73.  G. Kosorukov, artist, [hands of the Mukhina sculpture], postal card (n.p.: 
Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1984).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 74.   Iu. Reshanov, artist, “Peace, Labor, May.  With the holiday!”, greeting card 
(Moscow: Ordena Lenina tipografiia “Krasnyi proletarii”, 1975).  Source:  
Collection of the author.

Figure 75.   I. Vasil’ev, artist, “With the holiday 1 May!” postcard (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo 
“Plakat”, 1981).  Source:  Collection of the author.
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Figure 76.   A. Boikov, artist, “With the holiday 1 May!” postcard (n.p.: Izdanie Ministerstva 
sviazi SSSR, 1972).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 77.   A. Samsonov, artist, “With the holiday!”  postcard (Moscow: “Sovetskii 
khudozhnik”, 1968).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 78.   F. Markov, artist, “Glory to October!”, postcard (n.p.: Ministerstva sviazi SSSR, 
1977).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 79.   V. Semenov, artist, “Glory to Great October”, postcard (Moscow:  Izdatel’stvo 
“Plakat”, 1986).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 80.   A. Shchedrin, artist, “1917 October; With the holiday!”, postcard (Leningrad:  
Ministerstva sviazi SSSR, 1982).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 81.   B. Parmeev, artist, “With the New Year!”, postcard (n.p.: Ministerstva sviazi 
SSSR, 1975).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 82.   New Year’s ornament.  Source:  Soviet Art:  USSR Culture website, <soviet-art.
ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Hammer-and-Sickle-%E2%98%AD-the-state-
emblem-of-the-Soviet-Union.jpg>.

Figure 83.   S. Gorlishchev, artist, “With the New Year!”, postcard (n.p.: Ministerstva sviazi 
SSSR, 1979).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 84.   New Year’s ornament.  Source:  Soviet Art:  USSR Culture website, <soviet-art.
ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Hammer-and-Sickle-%E2%98%AD-a-symbol-
symbolizing-the-unity-of-the-workers-and-peasants.jpg>.

Figure 85.   N. Kolesnikov, “With the New Year!”, postcard (Leningrad:  Ministerstva sviazi 
SSSR, 1972).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 86.   A. Antonchenko, “With the New Year!”, postcard (Moscow:  “Sovetskii 
khudozhnik”, 1966).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 87.   G. V. Shubin, “With the New Year!”, postcard (n.p.:  Ministerstva sviazi SSSR, 
1961).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figures 88–89.  Soviet children’s flags.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 90.   “Glory to October”, Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figures 91–92.  “USSR”, Soviet children’s flags.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 93.   “With the holiday!”, Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 94.   “Peace to the peoples” / “Land to the peasants” / “All power to the Soviets!”, 

Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 95.   Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 96.   “Proletarians of all countries, unite!  With the holiday!” postcard (Leningrad: 

Izdatel’stvo “Avrora”, n.d.).  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 97.   “With the holiday 1 May!”, greeting card (n.p.:  n.d.).  Source:  Collection of 

the author.
Figure 98.   V. V. Savchenko, “1st of May:  holiday of spring and peace”, postcard (Moscow:  

“Sovetskii khudozhnik”, 1962).  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 99.   R. Strel’nikov, artist, [Flags of Warsaw Pact countries], postal cover (n.p.:  

Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1985).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.
Figure 100.   A. Ketsby, artist, [Flags of the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia], postal cover 

(n.p.:  Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1985).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.
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Figure 101.   A. Shmidshtein, artist, [Flags of the Soviet Union and North Korea], postal cover 
(n.p.:  Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1985).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 102.   Iu. Levinovskii, artist, [Flags of the Soviet Union and Cuba], postal card (n.p.:  
Ministerstvo sviazi SSSR, 1972).  Source:  Collection of David Phillips.

Figure 103.   M. K. Afanas’eva, “We congratulate our mommies”, postcard (Moscow:  “Sovetskii 
khudozhnik”, 1968).  Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 104.   K. Rydov, “Peace Labor May”, postcard (Moscow:  Izdatel’stvo “Plakat”, 1977).  
Source:  Collection of the author. 

Figure 105.   Z. Plaka, “Long live May 1”, postcard (Riga:  Latvijas Valsts izdevnieciba, 1963).  
Source:  Collection of the author.

Figure 106.  N. Kutilov, “Peace May Labor / 1 May – International Day of the Solidarity 
of the Workers”, postcard (Moscow:  “Sovetskii khudozhnik”, 1968).  Source:  
Collection of the author.

Figure 107.   “Friendship”, Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
Figure 108.   “To the world, peace”, Soviet children’s flag.  Source:  Collection of the author.
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Notes
1.  There are multiple ways to transliterate the Russian word into English.  Often “soyuz” is 

the preferred spelling, as this is the way the name of the Soviet spacecraft has typically 
been rendered in Latin characters.  However, the author has chosen to use “soiuz” in 
order to be consistent with other terms that she has transliterated using the Library of 
Congress Latinization table for Russian.  See <www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/
russian.pdf>.

2.  Whitney Smith, “Prolegomena to the Study of Political Symbolism” (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, Boston University Graduate School, 1968), pp. 15–16.  Emphasis from original.

3.  Ibid., p. 16.
4.  Ibid., pp. 1–23; quote from p. 18.  For an excellent discussion of the nature of political 

symbolism, see chapter 2 of William Crampton’s doctoral thesis.  Crampton was a 
vexillologist who built upon the early work of Smith to examine the use of national 
symbols.  William George Crampton, “Flags as Non-Verbal Symbols in the Management 
of National Identity” (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Manchester, 1994), pp. 
13–65.

5.  An excellent discussion of these concepts from the Soviet perspective can be found in a 
book by Maxim Kim, published in English translation by Progress Publishers.  Maxim 
Kim, The Soviet People: A New Historical Community (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1974), 
pp. 7–30.

6.  “Nation”, in OED Online (Oxford: n.d.), <www.oed.com>. 
7.  “Nationality”, in OED Online.
8.  “National”, in OED Online.
9.  “People”, in OED Online.
10.  “Constitution (Fundamental Law) of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as Adopted 

at the Seventh (Extraordinary) Session of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, Ninth 
Convocation, on Oct. 7, 1977”, in Aleksandr Mikhailovich Prokhorov, ed., Great Soviet 
Encyclopedia, 31 vols.  English translation.  (New York: Macmillan, 1973), vol. 31, p. 11.

11.  Wide distribution of the Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia made it accessible to most 
Soviet citizens.  There were 600,000 copies printed of the third edition.  The Soviet Union 
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