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Introduction
Play helps children feel good about themselves. Play is an outlet for a child’s happiness
and excess energy in life (Nutku, 2006). Play is one of the fundamental building blocks
of personality, encompassing various values such as sociability, talent, and intelligence.
Play is a form of learning that involves the release of excess energy, relaxation, and
enjoyment (Aksoy & Cift¢i, 2014). Play contributes to individuals socializing with both
their own groups and other groups and to the formation of a common language (Alincak,
2017). It has been observed that preschool children imitate the adults around them
(Akkoyunlu and Tugrul, 2002). Gaming has been a part of our lives since the dawn of
time, an activity in which people of all ages, young and old, spend a significant portion
of their time. With technology making every aspect of our lives easier, it has also become
increasingly widespread, particularly in the areas of entertainment and gaming (Ozmen,
Alicak and Cagdanlioglu, 2023). When research on play is examined, it is seen that
there are many definitions of play, but it is difficult to make a common definition, and
different meanings are attributed to each definition. The lack of a common definition
leads to the conclusion that the subject of play is very broad and its boundaries are wide.
The existence of so many definitions and theories highlights the importance and value of
play and answers the question of why so much research is done on this subject (Aydinh
& Ramazanoglu, 2016; Ayan et al., 2015). Children, driven by a desire and curiosity
to explore their surroundings, complete this process most effectively through play. It
is also an area where they learn through experience, expand their imaginations, and
connect with their environment. Toys are effective tools used in play. Like games, toys

have different meanings for each child. This is because every child is different, and their
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imaginations, levels of development, feelings, and thoughts are unique to them. Children
become aware of their own capacities, their movement control mechanisms develop,
their emotions become clearer, and their talents and skills develop. Motor skills such
as strength, power, endurance, balance, flexibility, and coordination develop through
motor responses that are constantly tested during play. Fine motor skills also develop
through activities using materials such as clay, dough, cutting, gluing, and toys. The
development and maturation of the neuromuscular system lead to the development of
skills and performance. Starting with movement in the womb, children open their eyes
to the world with various responses and motor skills. Babies’ first movements and reflex
responses form the basis of learning, and as they learn through experience, their motor
skill development accelerates. It is crucial that the environments in which children grow
up are designed to support their development in terms of proper and healthy development,
especially during this period of rapid development from birth to the end of preschool
(Alincak & Bozdal, 2022; Bozkurt & Sézer, 2017; Kerkez, 2006). Childhood is the most
crucial period in which an individual’s values, social roles, and identity are shaped.
During this period, play and toys play a fundamental role in how children perceive the
world (Sezici and Yigit, 2019; Girgin, 2024; Oztiirk and Ugurlu, 2010). Toys are not
merely objects of entertainment; they carry social, cultural, and ideological meanings.
Especially in times of crisis and war, toys become a means of directing children towards

specific ideological patterns (Ersoy, 2015).

Aim of the Study

This study examines how war toys affect children’s mental world and psychologically
prepare them for war. The ideological function of toys in Nazi Germany is the clearest
example of this process. The same ideological reflections are evaluated through historical

soldier-figured toys exhibited at the Gaziantep Toy and Toy Museum today.

The Cultural and Ideological Function of Toys

Toys play a mediating role in a child’s understanding of social reality. According to
Grossman (2000), the psychology of war is shaped by the values and symbols learned
in childhood. Therefore, toys influence children’s later perspectives on concepts such as

violence, authority, and heroism.

From the late 19th century onward, the toy industry developed rapidly in Europe, and
toy production, particularly in Germany, France, and England, became a tool for cultural
identity. Hoffmann (2000) states that during this period, toy manufacturers consciously
incorporated themes of national identity and patriotism into their products. Thus, toys
became the carriers of state ideologies. Play and toys influence and enhance all areas
of a child’s development. Therefore, care must be taken regarding the games played

and the toys they serve as tools. Care must be taken to ensure that play and toys are
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not only entertaining but also educational. For play, children can be provided with
spaces appropriate to their age and development, supporting their developmental areas,
where they can have fun and engage in independent or group play. Care should be taken
regarding the purpose and duration of technological games. Spending too much time
in front of screens and using technological games reduces physical activity in children
and increases their risk of obesity. Furthermore, it can hinder their ability to form social
relationships and slow down language and communication skills (AAP, 2016). Screen
time can also negatively impact sleep patterns, particularly when digital devices are used
before bed, reducing sleep quality and negatively impacting children’s health (Berk,
2013). This ideological transmission becomes clearly visible during times of war. When
figures of soldiers, weapons, tanks, and warplanes enter a child’s world, war becomes
internalized as a “game.” Jenkins (2006) emphasizes that children in modern culture are
desensitized to violence through media and play tools, describing war toys as “visual

propaganda objects.”

Child Psychology and War Toys

Play is an area where children organize their inner world, learn social rules, and develop
a sense of identity. However, war-themed toys can make this process violence- and
authority-centered (Ersoy, 2015; Hiirtiirk, 2017). It has been found that war toys weaken
children’s empathy skills and increase their tendency toward aggressive behavior (Aydin,
2022). According to Piaget’s (1962) cognitive development theory, children make sense
of their environment through play (Bardak and Topag, 2022). Therefore, war-themed
toys cause children to perceive the world in terms of a “winner” and “loser” dichotomy.
Grossman (2000) argues that military toys are psychological tools that condition children
to “learn to kill” (Girgin, 2024; Aksu, 2013; Yazicioglu, 2024). These toys give children
a sense of heroism, but also portray violence as a normal phenomenon and armed conflict
as part of everyday life, teaching them that violence is a legitimate tool. Thus, through

play, children become individuals who conform to the future authority structure.

The Toy Industry and Propaganda in Nazi Germany

During the Nazi era, the toy industry was made part of the state ideology. (Hoffmann,
2000; Sormaz and Yiiksel, 2012) During Hitler’s reign, children’s education was seen
as the most important factor in shaping the future of the nation, and in line with this,
the toy industry, like every other cultural field, served propaganda purposes (Yurdakul
and Alperen, 2019). The “Elastolin” toy series by the O. & M. Hausser company was
produced based on models of Nazi soldiers. Wehrmacht officers, SS soldiers, swastika
tanks, and Hitler figures were used to teach children heroism and obedience. Even the
catalogs for these toys were prepared in propaganda language: the goal was to present
“fighting for the homeland” to children as if it were a game. During this process, children

underwent ideological education without realizing it. According to Grossman (2000),
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toys during the Nazi period became tools that eliminated the emotional cost of violence.

Children learned to “obey through play” and equated violence with heroism.

War-Themed Toys at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum

The old stone building in Bey Mahallesi, Gaziantep, which was expropriated by the
Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality in the years and restored in 2010-2011, opened as
the Gaziantep Toy and Game Museum on April 6, 2013, under the coordination of Sunay
Akin. The Gaziantep Toy and Game Museum, which holds an important place in Turkey’s
cultural memory, houses thousands of toys from different periods, each reflecting the
socio-cultural characteristics of their time. The most striking part of the collection is the

section on the first floor of the museum, where toy soldiers are displayed.

The toys on display here offer important clues for understanding how children were
subjected to an ideological education process in the past. According to the work of
Stirme, Yigit, and Giiler (2021), the soldier figures displayed in the museum create both
a nostalgic and questioning effect on visitors. While these toys appear to be memories
of “innocent” childhood on the one hand, on the other hand, they reveal how war was
romanticized.

The information panels next to the toys on the museum’s first floor present this historical
reality within a critical framework. Thus, military toys are transformed from propaganda

tools of the past into educational materials that foster a consciousness of peace.

Figure 1
Information note regarding the soldier figures exhibited at the Gaziantep Game and Toy

Museum
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Figure 2
Soldier figures on display at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum (Toy history: 1920-
1930 German

Figure 3
Soldier figures on display at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum (Toy history: 1920-
1930 German
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Figure 4
Soldier figures on display at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum (Toy history: 1920-
1930 German

Figure 5
Soldier figures on display at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum (Toy history: 1920-
1930 German
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Figure 6
Soldier figures on display at the Gaziantep Game and Toy Museum (Toy history: 1920-
1930 German

The Process of Preparing Children for War Through Toys

The purpose of war toys is not to physically prepare children for war, but to initiate a
mental preparation process by normalizing it. (Jenkins 2006; Yamli, 2019) states that in
modern societies, games serve the function of “training children to adult roles.” War toys
also teach children discipline, command, and enemy perception (Atag, 2017). Through
these toys, children are led to believe that war is inevitable and necessary in the future.
This process contributes to the reproduction of militarism at the societal level. Cowan,
Van Leeuwen, and Selander (2022) state that masked toys produced during the pandemic
similarly serve the function of normalizing crises. This example demonstrates that toys
can be used as a tool for social guidance in any era. In this part of the research, findings

based on the analysis results of qualitative data are included.

Conclusion

War toys intertwine the concepts of heroism and violence in children’s worlds. The
example of Nazi Germany is the most striking example of how toys can become a
propaganda tool. During this period, children were raised with the ideal of “being a
good soldier,” and playgrounds became mini-war training camps. The war-themed toys
at the Gaziantep Play and Toy Museum make visible these ideological manipulations
of the past and enable society to confront this past. Consequently, ethical responsibility
is paramount in toy production. Toys presented to children should teach love, not
violence, freedom, not authority, through peaceful means instead of war. Play is not just
entertainment; it is a cultural language through which children begin to think, feel, share,

and ultimately learn who they will become.
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