
INTRODUCTION

Comics at the Intersection of 
State Power and Childhood

i

In the immediate aftermath of World War II in Europe, concerns over 
the acceptability and supposed harmfulness of comics were bolstered 
by the eff ects of Americanization on youth and how these issues af-
fected the nation state, European civilization, and culture (Kultur).1 In 
the United States, Dr. Fredric Wertham, a German-American psycholo-
gist and one of the comic industry’s most vocal opponents, suggested 
that comics “indoctrinated children against the accepted rules of de-
cency,” comparing these publications to propaganda under European 
dictatorships. Although his science was questionable and less than 
objective, Wertham was not entirely wrong in this instance as comics 
were used by those very same dictatorships, just as they were by gov-
ernments and the Church in the West. Wertham’s thoughts on comics 
sided with the social theory and philosophy of the Frankfurt School, as-
sociated with the Institute for Social Research at the Goethe University 
Frankfurt. “Mass culture,” the Frankfurt School contended, was used for 
the purposes of “homogeniz[ing] society with false class consciousness 
and capitalist aspirations.”2 In Wertham’s estimation, comics served this 
same function in Western society. Comics produced in North America, 
Europe, and even the Soviet Bloc during the 1950s, the latter being the 
subject of this book, were hotly contested sites of power between ed-
ucators, parents, politicians, and their constructions of the state and of 
childhood and how those two interacted and related to one another. As 
spaces typically uncontrolled and unmonitored by adults, comics gave 
children a site in which to demonstrate their desires and make meaning 
of the spaces they created. In eff ect, children themselves, and the state’s 
perception of those children and their desires, were responsible in af-
fecting the production of these comics and exerting their own modes 
of power over their contents.
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2 • Four-Color Communism

Comics in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), published by the 
Free German Youth’s (FDJ) state-owned publishers, provided spaces in 
which the regime and children came together and defi ned what was 
thought to be “childhood” and what that meant to notions of belonging 
within the state itself. Although, this was certainly not limited to the East 
German state or even to the Soviet Bloc, and it may just as easily be ap-
plied to the Western world. In this instance, the state as a political body 
and the state’s publishing regime exercised obvious demonstrations of 
power. But the consumption of the comics themselves and children’s 
interactions with those publications were indicative of the readership’s 
own methods of control and how the contents of those comics were 
understood and digested by that readership. As such, comic books in the 
GDR provided an intersection between the various institutions and bod-
ies of state power and the development and Alltag (everyday life) of the 
comics’ child-readership. Comics provided a site of interaction and ne-
gotiation between children and that which was expected of them by the 
regime, despite these publications being indicative of the Socialist Unity 
Party’s (SED) authority. These publications were power constructions of 
the state and in this purpose served the state well. They were also power 
fantasies, escapist, and constructive of the childhood experience. In ef-
fect, East German comics were spaces within which the state, the FDJ, 
the publishers, and the children for whom these comics were published 
enacted and exercised their various independent and individual defi ni-
tions and constructions of childhood and what it meant to be a child 
living and growing up under East German socialism. While these comic 
publications were most assuredly sites of state power, they were neces-
sarily negotiated through the lens of the child’s understandings of state 
and society. Additionally, as comics were read and consumed within the 
domestic space, they became associated with privacy and the ersatz 
public sphere, becoming sites of children’s criticisms of the state via the 
state’s own cultural production. Comics allowed children the opportunity 
to interact with the FDJ and the SED regime on a level that was both en-
gaging and entertaining, operating to increase their own political aware-
ness. In so doing, comics enabled and encouraged dialogue between 
the child-citizen and the state for the perpetuation of the participatory 
dictatorship.3 Through comics, these child-readers were entangled in 
the state’s educational and ideological regimes. At the same time, they 
found themselves participatory to the East German culture of complaint 
aff orded by perceptions of privacy associated with the niche society.

Comics and Kinderzeitschriften (magazines for children), as with 
much other mass media and entertainment oriented toward youth in 
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the GDR, occupied a problematic middle-ground between the state and 
the children for whom they were intended. As an aspect of the FDJ’s 
publishing regime and unoffi  cial extension of the state’s educational sys-
tems, comics as a medium suff ered from the infl uence of its Western 
forebears. The FDJ wanted to publish comics because of their popularity 
with children on both sides of the postwar ideological divide. To ensure 
their own popularity, however, the publishing regime needed comics 
that, for all intents and purposes, mirrored those found in the West. The 
Berlin Wall made possible the reorientation of the East German comic 
market, allowing the inclusion of education and ideology to a greater 
degree. But these publications were never able to include as much pro-
paganda as the FDJ wanted. This was particularly true of Mosaik von 
Hannes Hegen.4 Children consumed these comics in ways similar to 
how they understood Western publications prior to the implementation 
of regulations curtailing their availability in 1955. As such, children as 
consumers negotiated what was permissible within the pages of those 
publications. This does not suggest that children ignored or removed 
ideology from comics. Instead, the ways children consumed comics 
and Kinderzeitschriften suggested that, though the ideology and educa-
tion was understood and the comics themselves were considered part 
of the socialist education, children recognized comics as private enter-
tainment, making their own meanings of the content, regardless of the 
state’s intention to provide a socialist alternative to the Western Schund 
und Schmutz (trash and fi lth).

From at least the Brezhnev era in the Soviet Union forward, East 
German society and politics were in a perpetual state of transition. As 
suggested elsewhere by historian Mary Fulbrook, this transformation 
“was not intended to be . . . democratic in the Western sense” as it lacked 
the popular support for SED policy. Rather, the East German state and 
society was indicative of “real existing socialism” or “developed social-
ism” whereby society’s transitional state was directed by the Marxist-
Leninist “dictatorship of the vanguard party.” As some of those among 
the oppressed classes whom the SED sought to liberate may still suff er 
from their perceived “false consciousness” lingering from their long ex-
perience with capitalism, they may yet be prone to active protest and 
opposition. This meant that it was the responsibility of the state, of this 
“dictatorship of the vanguard party,” to enact communist policy, some-
times despite the wishes of the population, until that population was 
politically conscious through the development of the socialist person-
ality to ascend to the Marxist “dictatorship of the proletariat.”5 While SED 
rhetoric often employed the term “socialism” to describe the GDR’s state 
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4 • Four-Color Communism

and society, the SED was a communist party and often used “socialism” 
interchangeably with “communism” as the terms were employed in the 
nineteenth century. The title of this book uses a similarly confl ated term-
inology. Throughout, I discuss the GDR in terms of its socialist character. 
That said, the SED was a communist party building the socialist German 
Democratic Republic as a Soviet-style communist state.

Fulbrook continues, describing the power exercised by the SED as 
both benign and malign in her conceptualization of East Germany as 
a “honeycomb state.” This suggests that the GDR was a state in which 
the activities of the population were compartmentalized. Arguably, the 
division and overlap of the public and private spheres exonerates the 
vast numbers of civilians who willingly participated in the SED-system. 
At the same time, this notion maintains the perception of separation 
from and victimization by those same structures of governmental au-
thority. Malign power often refers to the obvious means of coercion 
employed by the state against its own population. The most apparent 
perpetrators here are the Stasi, the East German secret police whose 
tendrils ran deep in the FDJ’s publishing houses as with all aspects of the 
SED state. However, the conceptualization of malign power also refers 
to threats made by state offi  cials against individuals and groups, such 
as the East German church, to secure their demonstrations of loyalty 
to the Party or the state in exchange for better housing, employment 
opportunities, or the ability to send one’s child to pursue a university 
education over manual labor in the lignite (brown coal) mines.6 It was 
in these malign modes of SED power that writer and researcher Phil 
Leask suggests the SED employed methods of humiliation, as the un-
justifi ed use of power seemingly at random and without reason. These 
demonstrations of state-power against Party members secured loyalty 
through the individual’s desire to conform as a means of attaining their 
own ideals.7 Often, direct interference in the lives of the East German 
citizenship, conceived as a carrot-and-stick approach to policy forma-
tion, saw the SED regime off er the population incentives in exchange 
for their loyalty or, particularly after 1971, the outward demonstration 
of conformity over a dyed-in-the-wool belief in the SED Party-line. If 
these incentives proved ineff ective in generating the desired confor-
mity or conviction, the stick was applied to produce loyalty by force.8 
The carrot-and-stick approach to the perception of the SED’s malign 
demonstrations of power is clear, largely in those social areas without a 
consistent policy to deal with a problematic population.9

Benign power, as the term suggests, is more diffi  cult to detect. 
Fulbrook suggests that the benign was more completely woven into 
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the fabric of the East German Alltag and was found in many nebulous 
forms. Benign power shaped the reality of everyday life from shopping 
to entertainment to the perceived acceptability of the East German cul-
ture of complaint that was generated through the practice of Eingaben 
(citizen petitions).10 These letters of complaint provided something of a 
pressure valve for the pent-up problems and desires of the population. 
At the same time, the individualistic nature of these letters atomized 
voices that could lead to popular protest.11 Andrew Port characterizes 
the GDR as a “grumble society,” eff ectively as a state defi ned by con-
trolled confrontation and condoned interaction with the state through 
the offi  cial endorsement of complaints issued to the local, regional, and 
national SED-authorities.12 Meanwhile, Fulbrook suggests that those of 
the working class demonstrating left-wing tendencies or sympathies 
could “grumble,” typically through the use of those Eingaben, without 
being admonished or punished by the regime.13 Likewise, Corey Ross 
argues that the East German population had its own agendas, its own 
sense of self (Eigensinn), that contradicted and clashed with the state. 
The accommodation negotiated between state authority and the de-
sires of the population eff ectively consolidated the regime, at least for a 
time.14 Benign power structures were those invisible to the life lived in 
the GDR as they aff ected not only the ways in which the population re-
lated to the state, but how people interacted with each other.15 Through 
these power structures, East Germans normalized their interactions and 
senses of self, sometimes acting against the state that was itself respon-
sible for the creation of those power structures. The population inter-
nalized these everyday modes of power, producing their own meanings 
of East German life and society.16 Although this internalization was not 
divorced of the SED regime’s carrot-and-stick approach, these benign 
power structures provided the illusion of freedom from the regime’s au-
thority; authority that was understood solely in terms of those obvious 
and malign demonstrations of power.17 The population’s conscious and 
willful ignorance of the state’s benign power created the illusion that 
the state stopped at the door of the home, the domestic space. This 
provided people a sense of freedom from the state’s malign presence 
and of one’s own ability to lead a “normal” life; a question broached by 
West German bureaucrats assessing the value and legacy of the GDR in 
the wake of (re)unifi cation in 1990. In the minds of many East Germans, 
the private sphere was construed as an area safe from the state’s malign 
power structures regardless of the truth of the matter.18 The importance 
of this distinction between the malign and the benign modes of SED 
authority allowed the creation of the perceived Eigensinn in the East 

Four-Color Communism 
Comic Books and Contested Power in the German Democratic Republic 

Sean Eedy 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EedyFour-Color

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/EedyFour-Color


6 • Four-Color Communism

German subconscious, generating meaning in the Alltag beyond the 
simple binary off ered by narratives of state power and victimization.

Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of the Panopticon provides an 
interesting lens through which to view the eff ects of the SED state’s 
malign and benign constructions of power and how those were incor-
porated into the East German Alltag. Panopticism proposes a perpetual 
state in which prison inmates are assumed to be watched, regardless 
of the truth of the matter. As such, individual behavior is modifi ed to 
adhere to the perceived laws and rules of the prison as institution.19 In 
terms of the GDR, citizens conducted processes of self-regulation and 
self-censorship while acting in the public space under the assumption 
of state and Stasi surveillance. In his study on forensic psychology, de-
viation, and the socialist self as subject, Greg Eghigian suggests that 
the SED defi ned the socialist personality and asocial deviation through 
the linguistics of direction (i.e., to steer [Steuerung], to divert [ableiten], 
derailings [Entgleisungen], etc.). Contrary to Western perceptions of de-
viation as deviation from a statistical norm, the GDR understood devi-
ation as that from “a path of natural development, a path by which all 
socialist subjects should invariably converge” into the socialist person-
ality.20 Eghigian contends that demonstrations of conformity in the GDR 
were part of a project to educate the psychology of the self (psycho-
pedagogical) as much as they were a political impetus. This rationale 
implies that observation in the East German state and the population’s 
subsequent self-regulation were parts of the socialist utopian project, 
demonstrated in instances of socialist science fi ction novels, comics, 
and fi lms. Comics were used by the SED as aspects of this Panopticism 
and of the levers of power employed by the state. As with other mecha-
nisms of SED power, comic books were set upon the population for the 
express purposes of the self-regulation of youth, their perceived confor-
mity to the state, and the associated retreat into the private sphere that 
allowed for the legitimization of SED authority.21 This modifi cation of 
behavior becomes a defense mechanism to avoid discipline by the state 
while acknowledging the state’s authority to enact that discipline.22 It 
should be noted, however, that this approach is hardly new to the study 
of the SED– and the Stasi state, and it is often used in connection with 
studies of the East German Alltag and the perception of the private 
sphere.23

One such mode of SED power was the Free German Youth, a mass 
organization re-founded in 1946 by the Soviet Military Administration in 
Germany (SMAD) to combat fascism among youth. This was of particu-
lar importance given the recent history of children’s involvement in the 
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Hitler Youth and the Volkssturm (a militia organized by the Nazi Party 
as Germany’s last line of defense against the Allied Forces encroaching 
on German territory) in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (SBZ).24 Subor-
dinated to the SED following the marriage of the East German Social 
Democrats (SPD) and the German Communist Party (KPD) in 1946 and, 
in a more offi  cial capacity, after the foundation of the GDR in 1949, the 
FDJ acted in parallel with the offi  cial educational regime of the SED 
state, largely responsible for the organization of the free time of youth, 
eff ectively educating children in their responsibilities and the ways in 
which they were to act in service to the socialist state.25 As free time, 
not to mention the notion of a leisure society (Freizeitgesellschaft), was 
on the rise generally among the postwar population, it was the FDJ’s re-
sponsibility to turn this arguable waste of youthful energies toward the 
construction of East German socialism and society. Not only did the idea 
of children and youth left to their own devices threaten the controls and 
conformity of the fl edgling East German state, but the organization of 
leisure activities and time subverted the infl uence of Western capitalism 
that transgressed the GDR’s borders both before and after construction 
of the Wall. Mass culture and the organization of leisure time became 
prominent features of both Germanies during the postwar. When in-
dividuals were not acting directly in service to the state, free time was 
dominated by state-run agencies delivering state ideology through or-
ganized activities to such an extent that there developed a close, almost 
indistinguishable association between free time and mass culture, or 
more precisely “the mass consumption of culture.”26 Comics, children’s 
magazines, and other publications produced by the FDJ and the state-
owned publishing houses served this function of organizing children’s 
free time, time that was not dominated by the structures and institu-
tions of education or of the FDJ, in an unoffi  cial capacity. The portability 
of these publications and their goal to fi ll that leisure time away from 
the obligations to school, parents, or other institutions and fi gures of 
authority penetrated the perceived sanctity of the domestic space, the 
private sphere and last bastion of East German life free from the state. As 
comics proved immensely popular with children not only in Germany, 
but throughout Europe and North America, they provided a platform by 
which the FDJ continued to loosely organize sites of leisure in a way 
that was equally educational and ideologically acceptable to the mo-
tives and agendas of the East German educational and political regimes.

The unoffi  cial steering of children’s free time through comics 
proved more important following the construction of the Berlin Wall. 
As a means of keeping youth closely in line with the socialist cause af-
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ter the perceived suspension of West German and American infl uence 
and all that entailed, including Western comic books, the SED regime 
under the leadership of Walter Ulbricht initiated the relative liberaliza-
tion of the FDJ’s and the SED’s youth policies. Policy related to comics, 
however, regardless of the unevenness in the implementation of that 
policy from comic to comic and across the larger scope of children’s 
magazines and publications, moved in the other direction as controlling 
leisure time became of greater importance for the FDJ and the SED 
regime.27 In this, comics were considered both a part of the regime’s 
state-socialist education and of larger developments surrounding chil-
dren’s literature in the GDR, improving the content and quality of pub-
lications for children to compete with perceived Western infl uence.28 
With the Verordnung zum Schutz der Jugend (Regulations for the Pro-
tection of Youth) in 1955 outlawing the possession and sale of Western 
comics and children’s publications, and the Berlin Wall supposedly mak-
ing these materials inaccessible, the FDJ and their publishing house for 
children’s books and magazines, Verlag Junge Welt, put aside perceived 
competition with Western publications that previously, albeit arguably, 
determined much of the direction, presentation, and content of East 
German comics prior to the beginning of the 1960s.29 The Berlin Wall 
not only created a captive audience for these publications but allowed 
the comics published in the East to be more than derivative clones of 
West German and American publications, attaching themselves to the 
burgeoning children’s literature movement in the GDR, and evolving 
into quality publications that exceeded the cheapness and disposability 
that defi ned and glutted the medium in the postwar period.30 In the 
post-Wall space, East German comics were sites in which the FDJ and 
the editorial regime attempted to control children’s leisure time in a way 
that operated hand-in-hand with the East German educational systems 
in constructing children and childhood as a developmental space for 
the socialist personality.31

At the same time, comics were typically read in the home, in spaces 
considered part of the private sphere, and in those moments that were 
arguably unregulated by both parents and the FDJ. Comics were often 
purchased by the children themselves and with their own money, by-
passing the permissions and authorities of parents or institutions, the 
FDJ included. The assumed absence of authority made the child-reader’s 
sense of ownership over their leisure time and their private space total 
and empowering.32 Moreover, the awareness that thousands of others 
were making the same purchases and for the same reasons created kin-
ship among children necessary for the establishment of a comic cul-
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ture.33 For this reason, comics were important to the regime from an 
ideological standpoint to control children’s free time and those sites of 
leisure.

In the mid-1980s, Günter Gaus articulated the GDR as a “niche soci-
ety” (Nischengesellschaft) in that its population retreated into the private 
as an escape from the incessant ideology and politicization of society 
rendered by the SED.34 Moreover, historian Anna Saunders suggests that 
the niche is useful to highlight the importance of privacy and the in-
teractions occurring within the home as a space supposedly removed 
from the regime’s infl uence. However, the concept of the niche fails to 
recognize the signifi cance of interactions between the public and the 
private spheres, maintaining a certain rigid impenetrability between the 
two. While the niche is important in constructing ideas of East German 
identity and Eigensinn, it should not be implied that the private space is 
one entirely free from the state’s politics.35 Since Gaus, then, historians 
have come to understand the private space in a socialist society as an 
ersatz public sphere.36

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Jürgen Haber-
mas suggests that the bourgeois order emerging with the Enlightenment 
created a distinction between the public and the private. Within this pri-
vate realm, a bourgeois public sphere developed as a space where the 
critical engagement with politics and society was possible. This public 
sphere shifted from the private to the public realm with the mobilization 
of mass society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as 
divisions between the two blurred and intertwined with the rise of the 
modern social welfare state.37 Typically, the public sphere was incon-
sistent with the lived experience of the GDR as the state did not permit 
criticisms aimed at the Party, socialism, or the successes and failures 
of socialist society. As a socialist state, the GDR and the entire Soviet 
Bloc for that matter, lacked the bourgeoisie and political structure and 
freedoms upon which Habermas based his notion of a public sphere as 
providing space for the formation of rational and critical public opinion.

That said, Habermas himself suggests that the public sphere is “a 
realm of our social life in which something approaching public opin-
ion can be formed. Access is guaranteed to all citizens. A portion of 
the public sphere comes into being in every conversation in which pri-
vate individuals assemble to form a public body.”38 He characterizes the 
“public sphere as a sphere which mediates between state and society, in 
which the public organizes itself as the bearer of public opinion, accords 
with the principle of the public sphere.”39 This would suggest that the 
public sphere exists anywhere citizens are allowed to gather and where 
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the practice of open conversation is allowed to foment public opinion 
of rational criticism of the political state. In the GDR, the occurrence of 
this sphere of critical public opinion, as Habermas understood it, ap-
peared in the perpetual ersatz public sphere conducted within the pri-
vacy of the domestic space.40 When this idea is coupled with Fulbrook’s 
conceptualization of the East German normalization and internalization 
of the supposed omnipresence of the SED and Stasi power, allowing 
those citizens to pursue a “normal” everyday life, the domestic space 
is transformed into an ersatz public sphere free from state power.41 Not 
only this, but as state power was internalized, the citizen’s perceived 
ability to construct the home as an ersatz public sphere provided de 
facto stability to the SED regime in that rational criticisms were con-
ducted in such a way, employing language acceptable to the regime, 
that there was no real challenge to the structures of the state as a re-
sult.42 Everyday experiences of life under Soviet-style regimes, including 
the GDR, caused citizens to become “organizationally passive and de-
tached” from the regime exercising power over them.43 The transforma-
tion of the private into an ersatz public sphere politicized the domestic 
space. As this transformative process was unoffi  cially permitted if not 
encouraged by the regime, the ersatz public sphere and the incomplete 
freedoms permitted through the domestic practices of Eigensinn were 
themselves constructions of the SED state’s exercised power. Although 
these practices were prevalent during the Ulbricht era of GDR history, 
this was more frequently the case after Erich Honecker’s rise to power 
in 1971 as outward demonstrations of loyalty became unoffi  cial SED 
state policy. The socialist personality no longer warranted genuine loy-
alty to socialism as it did under Ulbricht. Instead, and insofar as citizens 
demonstrated adherence to state laws and conventions in public, they 
were arguably left to their own devices in the domestic or private space 
of Gaus’s “niche society.”

Often this ersatz public sphere was given voice through the East 
German practice of the Eingaben. GDR citizens were aff orded the legal 
right to complain about problems of the state through these petitions 
written into Article 3 of the GDR’s 1949 Constitution. Ulbricht argued 
this right created a binding force between state and citizen, providing 
citizens a legal outlet to engage with the state in a way nonthreatening 
to SED power.44 This right was not exclusive to the GDR, but it stemmed 
from a pre-Soviet Russian tradition whereby peasants believed the lead-
ership to be on their side; if the leadership knew the plight of peasants, 
surely their problems would be solved.45 The implication here was that 
the problems experienced by the citizens were not the fault of the lead-
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ership, as the leadership was obviously and apparently on the side of 
the peasantry, but the fault of petty bureaucrats, absolving the Party 
of perceived injustices to the citizenship. This practice continued into 
post-revolutionary Russia and, arguably, found its greatest expression 
in the Soviet Union during the reign of Joseph Stalin.46 Nonetheless, the 
practice of Eingaben in East German society was one of the most pro-
lifi c and common means constructing this ersatz public sphere, giving 
citizens the perception of having a voice in socialist society.47 This fi rmly 
associated the ersatz public sphere in East Germany with the domestic 
and the feminization of space as the act of petition-writing established 
the home as the site of exchange between the authors of these Einga-
ben, their neighbors, and friends sharing similar complaints.48

It was, however, the Eigensinn that permitted the construction of 
the domestic as a space supposedly free from the state and thus free 
to foster this ersatz public sphere, provided that dialogue and negoti-
ation with state power was arguably left at the door. More than simply 
doing things one’s own way, Eigensinn implied the marginalization of 
state structures of power to make meaning of everyday life in ways 
that expressed the normalcy of those meanings.49 The marginalization 
of offi  cial power is equivalent of Fulbrook’s process of normalization. 
This is important in the consideration of Eigensinn’s eff ect on Gaus’s 
construction of the “niche society.” The niche is an eff ective tool de-
scribing the lived experience of citizens in the German Democratic Re-
public. However, this same niche ignores the reality of state authority 
and power beyond their initial purposes of atomizing and controlling 
society, though there is debate surrounding the perceived atomization 
of East German society.50 Eigensinn nuances the niche society in that it 
accounts for this exercise of state power. It recognizes the constructed 
nature of the domestic space and the entire notion of privacy in the 
GDR. This notion allows East Germans the pretense that the regime 
does not transgress the boundaries and threshold of the home despite 
the constant presence of television, radio, print publications, and other 
forms of mass media. Of course, this says nothing of the Stasi presence, 
the FDJ, the trade union (FDGB), or even the women’s league (DFD) 
pervading the home in an ethereal, if not a very concrete, way. But the 
concept of Eigensinn suggests an approach to daily life that marginal-
ized that state power, negotiating the citizen’s place within East German 
society with a supposed voice provided by engagement with the ersatz 
public sphere. In this way, Eigensinn eff ectively allowed citizens to in-
teract with and criticize the regime through means permissible to both 
citizen and state. This interaction then proposes a negotiation between 
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notions of power and the conceptualization of a public sphere, albeit 
a public sphere necessarily transposed onto a society lacking a liberal 
bourgeoisie. Eigensinn understands state power’s engagement with the 
ersatz public sphere while acknowledging that public sphere as another 
yet unoffi  cial institution of that same power.

Chapter One examines the birth of Mosaik von Hannes Hegen and 
the early development of issues surrounding the comics medium in the 
GDR, more generally. Following the appearance of these problems in 
the creation of Mosaik and more broadly across East German comics 
publishing, the chapter turns to a proposal for and the implementation 
of changes to the comic magazine Atze, submitted to the FDJ Central 
Committee in 1966 by then-Editor-in-Chief (Chefredakteur) Wolfgang 
Altenburger. Of the two dedicated comics in the GDR, Atze was a dis-
tant second in terms of both quality and sales to the more popular and 
consistent Mosaik. While Mosaik was allowed, within reason, to follow 
trends borrowed from Western European and American comics, Alten-
burger suggested changes to Atze to improve the overall quality of the 
publication and bring the comic in line with the ideological and edu-
cational objectives developing in children’s literature with the imple-
mentation of the Bitterfelder Weg in 1959. This proposal spoke to larger 
trends in East German children’s literature, elevating the mediums, both 
literature and comics more generally, to compete with the best adult 
literature produced in the socialist state as well as with the literary can-
ons of the Western world. At the same time, attentions focused on Atze 
suggest a relative hands-off  approach to Mosaik, for a time at least, due 
in no small part to the comic’s overall popularity and sales. Moreover, 
this chapter argues that Western trends, notably the anti-comics cam-
paigns of the 1950s as a confl ict over cultural power in East Germany, 
revealed fl aws in the East German comics industry at large.51 As such, 
the East German variation of the anti-comics campaign highlighted the 
importance and potential of these types of Kinderzeitschriften for the 
FDJ and the SED state.

Chapter Two turns on those notions of power projected through the 
comics and Kinderzeitschriften themselves and how the FDJ employed 
children’s interests within those constructions of power. Through the 
concept of benign power, this chapter expands upon discussions in the 
fi rst chapter through an analysis of the operation of power constructions 
in Atze and the rationale for the comic’s new profi le proposed in the 
mid-1960s. The chapter then turns to Mosaik, specifi cally the Weltraum- 
(outer-space) and Amerika-Serie as stories devised to harness the cul-
tural zeitgeist of their respective decades, turning their backdrops toward 
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decidedly ideological approaches to storytelling without sacrifi cing the 
entertainment that initially drew children to the publications. This dual 
approach created tensions between children and the educational and 
publishing regimes as children perceived these stories in terms arguably 
diff erent than those intended by the FDJ. Invoking many of these same 
elements and the societal zeitgeists that accompanied them again in the 
early-1980s, the FDJ and Verlag Junge Welt hosted a meet-up between 
the child-audience and the creators of one of these publications (Frösi, 
in this case). Here the FDJ used comics and the culture created around 
those Kinderzeitschriften to generate the perception of youth enthusi-
asm toward the state as legitimizing East German socialism.

Chapter Three picks up on threads of the previous chapters, bringing 
the comics as constructions of state power into the home as the home 
itself constituted the ersatz public sphere. In doing so, this chapter looks 
toward the transformation of these comics from the constructions 
of authority as the FDJ and the state-owned publisher, Verlag Junge 
Welt, intended them to be, to sites of children’s criticisms through the 
understanding of what these comics meant to those children as both 
consumers and citizens in the East German state. Through an analysis 
of letters written to the FDJ’s publishing regime and reports drafted by 
the publishers to determine trends among the letters themselves, this 
chapter suggests that comics created sites of interaction and negoti-
ation between the state and the readership over whom the state en-
acted their modes and methods of control. Of course, children did not 
consciously ignore these modes of authority, nor were they oblivious 
to them. Instead, East German children, viewed through the lens of the 
experience of childhood, created their own meanings and signifi cations 
across these publications based on what they themselves deemed im-
portant. In the domestic space and the perceived ersatz public sphere 
constructed therein, children reconstituted comics as sites of Eigensinn; 
spaces in which children redefi ned the experience of childhood and 
belonging in the socialist state. This does not suggest that children nec-
essarily understood their own senses of self or that they understood 
their reading of comics in a particularly critical way. Children reading 
these publications foregrounded and prioritized their own interests and 
desires within the provided ideological content. This practice did, how-
ever, enable children to critically evaluate promises made to them in 
those publications and by the FDJ and to indirectly confront the FDJ’s 
perceptions and defi nitions of childhood within socialism.

Chapter Four returns to the stories of Mosaik and of Pats Reiseaben-
teuer (Pat’s Travel Adventures, appearing in Atze since the mid-1960s) 
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and their dependence on Western comic book tropes and the visual 
language of travel to construct an image of the GDR and of Eastern 
European socialism in a form easily digestible to children reading these 
comics. Comics permitted the readership opportunity for the “inner 
emigration” that the regime considered so problematic among citizens 
who consumed West German media and culture. It also allowed the 
FDJ opportunity to demonstrate an idealized socialist state in order to 
generate the socialist personality among youth, to foster participation 
within the structures and constructions of the state that were necessary 
for the continuation of the GDR. By necessity, depictions of travel in 
these comics and the required ideological objectives of the state repre-
sented socialism through Western tropes. Arguing in favor of the supe-
riority of East German socialism, these travel and Western tropes often 
led to the agents of socialism and capitalism being portrayed as virtually 
indistinguishable as each enacted their will over others. In the context 
of a supposed historically accurate past, travel in these comics did not 
actively address issues of German division or of the GDR as an enclosed 
society, thus eff acing the lived reality of East German citizens. Instead, 
comics idealized socialism in spite of its perceived failings. This chapter 
goes on to suggest that comics and the representation of the socialist 
experience through travel opened a window onto the possibilities and 
potentials of European Communism that the lived reality of life in the 
divided and walled state could never hope to achieve. As a result, and 
despite the stories’ attempts to create genuine enthusiasm toward the 
state and socialism, these stories had the opposite eff ect, building unre-
alistic expectations among the children reading these comics.

The fi nal chapter then turns to the problems between Hannes He-
gen, creator of the popular comic Mosaik, and the publishers of these 
comics from 1955 until his departure from the Mosaik-Kollektiv (Mosaic 
Collective) twenty years later. Initially hired to develop a comic provid-
ing a counterpoint, a socialist alternative, to the comic books accom-
panying American GIs during World War II and fl ooding the German 
marketplace in the aftermath, Hegen created the Digedags as direct 
competition to the American “funny animal” genre embodied by Disney 
comics published by Dell in the United States, licensed to Ehapa Verlag 
in West Germany.52 This aspect was important and necessary for Mosaik 
to carve its own niche in the marketplace of the mid-1950s.53 Following 
the authors and publishers conference held in the industrial town of 
Bitterfeld in 1959 and the subsequent implementation of the Bitterfelder 
Weg as a new direction for East German literature, dedicated to the de-
piction of the lived experiences of average workers in the socialist state, 
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Hegen was attacked by the FDJ’s educational regime. Although it was 
adherence to Western tropes that popularized Mosaik upon its debut 
in December 1955, by the turn of the decade those same conventions 
were accused of disregarding historical accuracy, educational value, and 
ideological content, proving harmful to the development of the social-
ist personality among the publication’s readership. Essentially, Mosaik 
was charged with too closely emulating the Schund und Schmutz from 
which it originated. This chapter explores Hegen’s changing relationship 
with the editorial regime and the tensions that developed in the widen-
ing gap between the two. Here, Hegen exercised his own control over 
the publication and the direction of the stories despite the interference 
of the FDJ. This dynamic ultimately proved too much, forcing Hegen’s 
departure. But during his tenure, the publication’s popularity provided 
Hegen the space necessary to resist, if only marginally, the power con-
structions of the state. While this arguable and limited opposition is not 
intended to speak to larger conversations of resistance in the GDR or 
elsewhere in the Soviet Bloc, it is demonstrative of trends developed 
throughout this book. Specifi cally, it addresses the benign and malign 
machinations of the FDJ and SED state authority and individual abilities 
to carve spaces within and make their own meanings of East German 
socialism and socialist society.

Taken as a whole, this book questions power as a construction in pub-
lications for children and as a means of conditioning those child-readers 
to act in ways devised to perpetuate the East German socialist state. It 
is hoped in demonstrating the state’s apparent benign methods of coer-
cion, children’s resistance to or acceptance of those Kinderzeitschriften 
will be made clear as letter columns, reader taste, and consumption pat-
terns made East German comic books sites of dialogue between children 
and the state. This book also addresses the comics themselves—Mosaik 
and Atze, and to a lesser extent the magazine Frösi, the title of this latter 
being a contraction of Fröhlich sein und singen (Be Happy and Sing)—
across the divide in socialist representation created by the Bitterfelder 
Weg and the construction of the Berlin Wall from the mid-1950s to the 
mid- to late-1960s as means of demonstrating the limitations imposed 
by both the readership and Western infl uence on the state’s ability to 
publish ideological material in a supposedly insular society. Moreover, 
Mosaik and Atze allow for larger comparisons and discussions of West-
ern infl uence in the GDR as these comics came to be as a result of the 
availability of similar Western publications, particularly at a time when 
questions of comics’ potentially harmful eff ects on childhood develop-
ment infi ltrated the GDR from Western Europe and the United States.
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