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Looking Down at the Earth:
Flight in the 1930s American and Soviet Propaganda

Masumi Kameda

After the First World War, many countries employed the image of flight for state
propaganda. The focus of this paper is on the impact of flight and not on the military display
thereof. Flights increased during the period between the two world wars. For the first time in
the history of mankind, aircrafts afforded humans the opportunity to look down at the earth.
The United States of America and the Soviet Union, in particular, highlighted a vision of an
ideal life in the future by means of images of spectacular flights, grandiose aircrafts, and heroic
aviators.

During the 1920s and 1930s, the Soviet Union not only enthusiastically imported
aircraft equipment and technological knowledge from the United States but also adapted
American propaganda. They thus employed (1) images of heroic aviators such as Charles
Lindbergh and Stalin’s falcons; (2) the record of the world's first nonstop flight, from New
York to Paris and Moscow to American cities via the North Pole; and (3) amicable conquests
involving flights to Latin America and the Arctic.

In the United States, aircrafts symbolized the future. This was far removed from
the actual life experienced during the Great Depression. The most appropriate example was
Norman Bel-Geddes’ futuristic design of Pan-American aircraft, a diorama of the future city
and an aerial view of the future. In comparison, the Soviet Union propagated flight as part of
everyday life, which it was achieving, and this is the reason why women parachutists were just
as popular as heroic aviators in the Soviet Union. Therefore, explorers reported their everyday
life at a polar station as though they were in a normal Soviet city. The socialist realist style,
which should have narrated the future of the Soviet society in the past tense, idealized an
everyday life in which people could fly; flights on an aircraft or with a parachute should have

already been achieved for all Soviet citizens.
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