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The social problem of abandoned children
that occurred in postrevolutionary Russia can be
considered one of the most debated issues of So-
viet social history over the past three decades.[1]
It represented an unprecedented phenomenon in
terms of size and features that underwent a pro-
found evolution. Numerous historians have at-
tempted to reconstruct the causes and evolution of
the policy elaborated by the new Soviet state over
a fifteen-year period after the 1917 Revolution un-
til the outbreak of World War II. The present re-
search considers some aspects of the histori-
ographical debate that began in the late 1990s
both in the field of children’s social history and
the field of “children’s studies,” and which shed
light on the stages of Soviet social and educational
policy at a centralized and local level. The evolu-
tion of welfare and educational reforms has also
already been analyzed from the perspective of dif-
ferent operational strategies at the central and loc-
al levels, and with respect to the dynamic nature

of ideology, it reveals a multiplicity of social inter-
vention initiatives.[2]

The reasons for the failure of this policy are
diverse, and the author mainly emphasizes the de-
leterious and unsuccessful aspects of what he
defines as Bolshevik realpolitik with the aim of
criticizing the political choices and system that
were developed after 1917 and that contributed to
leaving children in a state of neglect, without pro-
tecting them from traumatic events.

Initiated in 1993, the present research ob-
serves the state policy “through the lens of the on-
going tragedy of early Soviet childhood” (p. ix).
The setting of this demonstration is already indic-
ative of the results it will arrive at: “The Revolu-
tion of 1917 and the attending Civil War brought
about social troubles, but they were not the root
cause of children’s tragedy. This tragedy was ex-
clusively the result of Bolshevik population and
economic policies that left millions of children



hungry and homeless for an extended period” (p.
viii). Interestingly, this view already contains the
explanation for the failure of social policies; the
author neglects their functioning to investigate the
real reasons, among which the lack of funding is
to be considered the most important.

The author argues that the children’s tragedy
can be attributed to the political choices of the
Bolshevik government, which are described with
a particular focus on the role of the Cheka and the
NKVD. His interpretation of this failure makes ex-
tensive use of archival documentation, which,
however, does not always allow him to assess the
relationship between central politics and local
trends, and how the progressive lack of funds dis-
tributed by the central government left the institu-
tions on their own, without the means to provide
effective care for the education and reintegration
of the children growing up within them.

After an introduction that discusses the out-
comes of the historiographical debate on this top-
ic, the book is divided into five chapters. The intro-
duction first offers a definition of childhood from
historical dictionaries such as The Merriam-Web-
ster Dictionary, The Free Dictionary, and the
Great Soviet Encyclopedia, but it should be noted
that they obviously did not include the concept of
children’s rights yet and therefore did not mention
any child protection measure. The author states
that in the postrevolutionary years “the scale of
the tragedy of millions of Soviet children was un-
precedented, extraordinary, and unceasing,” and
when millions of children poured onto the streets
after the famine of 1921, the state perceived them
as “a threat to public safety” (p. 2). The book seeks
to understand how domestic policy can be held re-
sponsible for the presence of so many abandoned
children on the streets. The author emphasizes
that his intent is to present “a revisionist point of
view based on many previously unused archival
material and published sources” (p. 3). His “main
hypothesis is that misconceived and vicious Soviet
domestic policy caused a general humanitarian
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catastrophe that precipitated the attendant prob-
lems.” As for the term chosen, “realpolitik refers
to politics that rely on pragmatism and practical
goals rather than on ideology,” meaning that it can
be translated as “politics of reaction to things as
they are regardless of ideology or moral prin-
ciples.” It dealt with “policies of extreme force and
even terror to bend the population to its will.” The
term realpolitik proposed by the author is “a term
that signifies policies deployed outside the realm
of ideology to achieve certain aims. The term im-
plies a degree of immorality, which certainly ap-
plies to Soviet policies toward the population
between 1918 and 1941.” These statements consti-
tute a methodological premise that leads to the in-
terpretation of a series of deleterious cause-effect
situations, which should be better understood in
the context of the evolution of Bolshevik policy in
the period examined. This revisionism actually
overlooks a very complex debate on the formation
of the Soviet system, and as far as childhood is
concerned, it does not take into account the weak-
ness of state structures, the lack of a management
culture of the different aspects of the immense
welfare state that the Soviet state intended to
achieve without accounting for the scarcity of
available means. Compared to the complexity of
state interventions devised to address the prob-
lem, the author was able to find unpublished
sources that shed new light on the topic. However,
several original aspects emerge about this real-
politik designed to suppress the problem, which
instead had been placed in the context of a policy
in favor of preventing child neglect/deviance.[3]

The first chapter of the book deals with the
living conditions of children and delves into the
local welfare traditions of czarist Russia with a
look at the philanthropy initiatives promoted by
the society, the church, and the Romanov govern-
ment during the last decades of the czarist regime
and rooted in the past, of which the author de-
scribes some aspects of the late imperial land-
scape. These initiatives aimed at assisting needy
people, could be private (adoption by families) or
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public, and were abolished and absorbed within
the institutions founded by the new government
after the October Revolution. The second chapter
focuses on the causes of children’s starvation and
homelessness, the appearance of street children in
late 1917-18, the scale of the problem in 1921, with
seven million orphaned children, and the real-
politik initiated during wartime communism,
characterized by catastrophic conditions in the
countryside and some cities. The third chapter dis-
cusses the Soviet government’s perceptions of
childhood and socioeconomic and political realit-
ies, showing that Bolshevik policy exhibited traits
of improvisation in controlling this social prob-
lem, also reconstructing the role of N. Krupskaya
and the debate on child labor. Children were the
object of repressive measures, although it should
be pointed out that in this period the government
tried to decriminalize juvenile deviance and risky
behavior, without succeeding completely. The fo-
cus on “defective childhood” (detskaja defekt-
ivnost’), which was the other side of juvenile devi-
ance, already covered by historiography, consti-
tutes one of the main aspects of the debate
between nature and culture in Soviet education.
Institutions such as the League for the Rescue of
Children approved by the Council of People’s Com-
missars and the Council for Children’s Defence are
also described; foreign organizations such as the
American Relief Administration (ARA), defined by
the GPU as “a very significant center for spy or-
ganizations,” also came to the rescue to save the
lives of orphaned children (p. 87). The fourth
chapter of the book analyzes the children’s situ-
ation during the New Economic Policy, which
provided for a greater commitment of the political
police in taking care of vagrant children, even in-
troducing forms of self-financing of children’s in-
stitutions. Unpublished sources already reveal a
repressive and coercive attitude since the early
1920s (see also the appendix of Cheka and NKVD
documents from 1921 to 1933 and the 1938 case of
Pavlik Morozov). The author reconstructs some
very original aspects regarding the famous colon-
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ies headed by the pedagogist Anton Makarenko,
which he tries to further elaborate. There was also
a production enterprise named “Larek” (store),
whose profits mysteriously disappeared, and the
postal service (Univerpocht) that exploited the
labor of children and adolescents. A very interest-
ing aspect is the analysis of how local institutions
treated young offenders before and after the pub-
lication of the 1924 Criminal Code (and its 1926
edition), which also provided for the incarceration
of minors by the local Cheka and later GPU and
NKVD. The Cheka’s intervention is not surprising
as its leader, Felix Dzerzhinsky, was also the chair-
man of the Commission for the Improvement of
Children’s Lives and the development of the Soviet
realpolitik (pp. 109-110). The fifth chapter exam-
ines the impact of collectivization on childhood
living conditions, revealing the continuity
between the early Bolshevik and Stalinist decades
in public policy toward children. The restoration
of repressive measures occurred as a result of the
decrees published in April and May 1935—“On
measures to combat juvenile delinquency” and
“On the elimination of children’s homelessness
and neglect” (May 31, 1935)—that led to the intro-
duction of juvenile courts in the mid-1930s. As
stated by the author, “this marked the triumph of
coercion over pedagogy and education, and the
legalization of Stalin’s repressions against street
children” (p. 133). This chapter addresses several
aspects of the well-known history of street chil-
dren and the case of the Pioneer Pavlik Morozov,
who had a family but was imprisoned as “an en-
emy of the people” (p. 157). Finally, it focuses on
Stalin’s realpolitik, which couldn’t solve the issues
concerning children homelessness and vagrancy.
The book ends with an epilogue about “vanished
childhood” in the early Soviet Union, two appen-
dices, notes, a list of sources (which includes both
a list of archives consulted and a bibliography),
and an index of names.

The hypothesis of the failure of the Soviet
policy is the author’s starting point, who, despite
describing the characteristics of the phenomenon



before and after the revolution, does not highlight
the different aspects of children’s policy and edu-
cation aimed at implementing preventive meas-
ures to educate and reintegrate children and ad-
olescents into the society. In fact, studies based on
the Archives of the People’s Commissariat of Edu-
cation had revealed that both at a centralized and
local level (its local sections) very contradictory
trends emerged in their approach to the problem,
oriented in a more or less preventive or repressive
way. The same pedagogues and educators ex-
pressed very different methods of dealing with the
problem in St. Petersburg or in various areas of
the Russian Republic or in Ukraine where work
communities self-financed thanks to the labor of
abandoned children were based on more or less
rigid principles. The representation of this social
phenomenon at the societal level, that is, the soci-
ety’s opinion of the disturbances that these chil-
dren caused both on the streets and on the rail-
ways, is also worth mentioning. The young Soviet
state was caught unprepared with respect to the
scale of the problem due to the lack of a central-
ized funding system, which also emerges from the
study of related issues, such as the organization of
the Pioneer movement and the welfare state. Even
in these social and cultural fields, a process led to
authoritarian management by the central govern-
ment/institutions, which did not support local in-
stitutions. For linguistic reasons, some results of
these studies are not fully accessible,[4] but cer-
tainly the author offers a chance to revive the de-
bate on one of the most controversial and interest-
ing chapters of Soviet history in reconstructing the
evolution of the Soviet system into a totalitarian
one.
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