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his special issue of Cold War History (CWH) contains six articles on various aspects of 
radio broadcasting within and between countries during the Cold War. The articles 
are introduced by Linda Risso, who edited this special issue (based on papers 

presented at a 2010 University of Redding conference) devoted to the “important role [of 
radio] in the ideological confrontation between East and West as well as within each bloc” 
(145). Risso provides contextual references to the considerable literature on Cold War 
broadcasting and the “cultural Cold War” generally.  
 
Two articles are devoted to efforts by the United States and Britain to influence allied 
publics.  Hilary Footitt’s article, “‘A Hideously Difficult Country’: British Propaganda to 
France in the early Cold War,” provides an illuminating review of  British information 
programs intended to encourage anti-Communist forces in France following the end of 
World War II.  The British Broadcasting Corporation  (BBC) Oversees Service, Foreign 
Office missions, the Central Information Office, the British Council, and later the 
Information Research Department (IRD) were all harnessed to this end.  Fearing a 
Communist victory in the 1948 French elections (as in the Italian elections of that year) the 
new IRD viewed France as its number two priority. The BBC was to be enlisted for the 
effort through its “cooperative independence” (157, quoting Ian Jacob) and the “legacy of 
informal negotiation” with the Foreign office (157, quoting Alan Webb). But as was true of 
Office of Policy Coordination briefs for Radio Free Europe at the time, IRD was hard put to 
provide the BBC with material sufficiently credible and respectful of French sensitivities to 
be useful for broadcast.  BBC Controller Sir Ian Jacob stressed that any such effort required 
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sound knowledge of what domestic French radios were broadcasting – one impetus for 
developing the BBC Monitoring Service that, together with the U.S. Foreign Broadcast 
Information Service, became a primary source for Western observers of the Communist 
world.  British information efforts in France soon shifted from broadcasting programs on 
the BBC French Service to placing British material on local French stations and later on the 
French national network.  But the value of local placement was soon questioned as the 
French government became a producer of anti-Communist information, aired both on the 
government-influenced national network and a new international radio service.  Shifting 
geopolitical priorities, the absence of measures of effectiveness, and financial stringencies 
led the U.K to terminate these programs in the early 1950s.  Yet the BBC French Service 
survived until 1995, arguably more as a political symbol than a conveyer of original 
information, to avoid the “unfortunate impression” of a lack of British interest in Europe.  
(169, quoting Anthony Eden) Other countries would conduct such “symbolic broadcasting”; 
VOA’s Greek Service is one example today. 
 
“Did the RAI Buy It? The Role and Limits of American Broadcasting in Italy in the Cold 
War,” by Simona Tobia, reviews American efforts to influence programming of Radio 
Audizioni Italia (RAI), the national Italian broadcaster, as part of wide-ranging U.S. 
information and cultural programs in Italy intended to counter pro-Communist forces. 
Notwithstanding the unavailability of RAI archives and occasional hyperbole (did the U.S. 
really aim “to colonise the RAI” in order “to conquer the Italian state broadcaster, RAI”? 
74), the author offers a helpful account of how VOA’s Italian Service provided attributed 
programming for RAI, including the long-running programs “Ai vostri ordini”   and 
“Universita per radio,” noting that RAI insisted on maintaining editorial control throughout 
while also looking to the BBC (which unsurprisingly thought its Italian language programs 
were superior to those of VOA) for material and advice.  VOA Italian-American 
broadcasters, notably Georgio Padovano, Aldo D’ Alessandro, and Mike Bongiorno were 
crucial to the success of the U.S. effort. In October 1953 VOA Italian broadcasts on 
shortwave were cut to 15 minutes daily, and the United States Information Service (USIS) 
shifted its focus to preparing material offered to RAI for use without attribution, as it did 
for media outlets around the world. RAI welcomed broadcast material supplied by USIS 
while continuing to insist on editorial control, resulting in “a transnational quality of anti-
Communism” (174). 
 
Three articles of the CWH special issue focus on Western radio broadcasting across the Iron 
Curtain.  Friederike Kind-Kovacs’s article, “Voices, Letters, and Literature through the Iron 
Curtain: Exiles and the (Trans) Mission of Radio in the Cold War,” analyzes the “European 
idea” of the Free Europe Committee and its major project, Radio Free Europe (RFE) and 
mentions the printed-word program of leaflets and later books. Kind-Kovacs properly 
emphasizes the centrality of compatriots in the West – exiles – to the functioning of Radio 
Free Europe and Radio Liberty (RL) as what a Congressional Research Service study 
termed   “a surrogate ‘Home Service’ to the Soviet people which was intended to establish a 
dialogue directly with the Soviet people, fill the gaps created by Soviet censorship, remove 
the distortions of Soviet propaganda, and broadcast back to the Soviet people the thoughts 
and ideas of their own opposition” (215). Exile broadcasters were in fact empowered at 
RFE, RL, and RIAS more than at other Western broadcasters, who would gradually emulate 
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this model.  Surrogate home service broadcasts required input from behind the Iron 
Curtain, and the author enumerates many of the sources  – the monitoring of official media, 
refugee reports, listener letters, accounts of travelers, smuggled literature (samizdat and 
tamizdat), accounts of Western journalists stationed in Soviet bloc countries, and  later  
direct-dial telephone calls.  Kind-Kovacs points out that RFE and RL made circulation of 
samizdat/tamizdat a priority, and thus (as she has discussed extensively elsewhere)1 
“exiles became the émigré voice of the [domestic] literary underground.” (215) Radio 
broadcast of underground literature was supplemented by the Free Europe Committee’s 
printed-word programs – which was first comprised of leaflets distributed by balloon and 
post, later the “book program” organized by George Minden.2  Promotion of a reunited 
Europe by the FEC can be interpreted as Americanization of the European idea. It is more 
properly understood as an assumption by the United States of a function that West 
Europeans were unwilling or unable to carry out at the time,  with the important exception 
of an increasingly ‘Germanized’ RIAS. As Kind-Kovacs notes, it fell to the United States to 
attempt to “deconstruct…[the Iron Curtain] through an increased flow of information 
between Eastern and Western Europe.” (199)  
 
“Listening behind the Curtain: BBC Broadcasting to East Germany and its Cold War Echo,” 
by Patrick Major, traces the relatively ignored history of special programs for the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) within the BBC German Service.  The BBC echoed RIAS in using 
satire and information from listeners in special broadcast open letters  (“Letters without 
Signature”) to appeal to the GDR audience. Open letters were incidentally used by other 
broadcasters to good effect too; the RFE Romanian Service had a popular regular “Listener 
Letters” feature. Surveying the comprehensive letter files preserved in the BBC Archives, 
Major identifies the major themes of the letter-writers as:  material shortages; democratic 
deficit; abandonment by the West; anti-Communism; and suggestions for a “Third Way.” 
Like other broadcasters, the BBC program for the GDR relied on exiles, initially anti-Nazi 
Germans who broadcast for the BBC during World War II. Like other broadcasters, BBC 
script writers had to “immerse themselves in the public discourse of the East” (245) to be 
effective.  In the 1960s, the Foreign Office recommended in effect a ‘dumbing down’ of the 
broadcasts; satire was dropped and popular music introduced. With the opening of a UK 
Embassy in East Berlin, the GDR-specific programs of the German Service ended.    
 
“Cold War Radio and the Hungarian Uprising, 1956,” by Alban Webb revisits the role of 
Western radios in the most discussed case of Cold War broadcasting  – the Hungarian 
Revolution of 1956.  Drawing on the considerable literature on the subject (including this 
reviewer’s book3), Webb accurately notes the limits and possibilities of external 

1Friederike Kind-Kovács and Jessie Labov, Eds., Samizdat, Tamizdat, and Beyond: Transnational Media 
during and after Socialism (New York, Berghahn Books, 2013).  

2 Alfred Reisch, Hot Books in the Cold War (Budapest and New York, CEU Press, 2013).  Reisch served 
as one of George Minden’s deputies and oversaw the ‘book program’ for Hungary. 

3 A Ross Johnson, Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty; the CIA Years and Beyond (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2010), Chapter Three, “Two Octobers in 1956,” 79-130. 
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information conveyed by radio.  The Hungarian Revolution had domestic origins, and 
Western Radios followed, rather than led, events. Speculation outweighed information for 
most of the time. No major broadcaster promised Western intervention. Webb mentions 
RFE’s three often-cited programs offering tactical military advice; however ill advised, they 
were arguably irrelevant to the Freedom Fighters who had early mastered the employment 
of ‘Molotov cocktails.’ All broadcasters, especially the RFE Hungarian Service, could have 
done more to remind listeners of the geopolitical reality that, in the words of an RFE Polish 
Service commentary at the time, “Russia with its enormous military might is near, and 
America is too far away.”4  Yet it arguably would have made no difference. Power was in 
the streets, and extensive contemporaneous interviewing of refugees cited by Webb 
indicated that Hungarians viewed the very fact of Western and especially RFE 
broadcasting, far more than the content of any program, as signifying Western commitment 
to their cause.  Every minute of RFE’s Hungarian Revolution broadcasts are preserved – an 
authentic record of what RFE said.5  They are of limited use in helping us to judge what 
listeners understood from the broadcasts.  In desperate circumstances especially, people 
hear what they want to hear. 
 
The sixth article in the special issue of CWH is devoted to the role of East German domestic 
radio as a sounding board for citizen grievances.  Christoph Classen’s article, “Captive 
Audience? – GDR Radio in the Mirror of Listeners’ Mail,” documents how GDR domestic 
audience research drawing on listener letters provided the regime with social feedback 
that at times influenced entertainment and other radio programming. Classsen’s study 
draws on summaries and analyses of letters that were prepared for media, state, and Party 
officials and are preserved in the archives. Many letters appealed for lighter music and 
entertainment programs and, later in the Cold War, more Western-style popular music. 
Letters from the first decade of the GDR objected to regime propaganda. An anonymous 
1947 listener was blunt: “Can’t you understand that this propaganda is repellent to the 
people and one ends up choosing a different station?” (245) Classen suggests that this 
category of letters dried up when listeners concluded it was pointless to send them. 
Perhaps listeners concluded it was too dangerous to write them, or perhaps they were 
judged too sensitive for inclusion in the summary analyses. A third category of early letters 
constituted petitions for help on personal or micro-level issues, and Classen cites some 
fascinating cases of the official GDR radio attempting to act as ombudsman until it was told 
to stick to its intended role of conveying regime-approved information.  
 
This special issue of CWH is a welcome contribution to the literature on broadcasting 
during the Cold War. The seven authors remind us of both the availability and limitations of 
relevant archival holdings. Their work points to the utility of additional research on 
broadcasting to allies, not just opponents, during the Cold War. The authors focus on 
broadcast policy and organization, “what went on behind the microphone,” (Risso, 150) 

4 Johnson, op. cit, 85.  

5 At the Szechenyi National Library and the Hoover Institution.  
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rather than broadcast content, which remains the most neglected aspect of Cold War 
broadcasting history.6   
One criticism:  a key term, ‘propaganda,’ is widely used by all authors but never defined, 
leaving the reader to wonder whether it is meant as a synonym for information, or for 
tendentious official ‘spin,’ or for something else.  All Western broadcasters early on took to 
heart, even if not always observing, the injunction of the GDR radio listener on the 
“repellent” nature of propaganda  that was quoted above from Classen’s article  
Collectively, the authors refer only in passing to the extensive audience research and 
opinion surveys conducted in order to judge the reach of Western radio broadcasts and 
other Cold War information programs.  But as Risso cautions in her introduction, however 
good the audience research, “it is much more difficult to assess the actual impact that the 
programmes had on the public.” (149). Audience ‘reach’ itself indeed does not constitute 
impact or influence, which means changing or reinforcing beliefs and behavior of 
individuals and institutions.  Influence is illuminated not by statistics of media use but by 
the personal testimony of individuals and internal communication of bureaucracies.  
Countless examples of both emerged in Central/Eastern Europe and the former USSR, 
demonstrating the influence of Western broadcasting across the Iron Curtain during the 
Cold War.  
 

A. Ross Johnson is senior scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars, visiting fellow at the Hoover Institution, and former director of Radio Free 
Europe. His current research is focused on communicating with unfree societies today.   
His recent publications include Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty; the CIA Years and 
Beyond (Stanford: Stanford University Press and Wilson Center Press, 2010); Cold War 
Broadcasting; Impact on the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, co-editor (Budapest: 
Central European Press, 2010); and “Today’s Liberation Technologies,” Hoover Digest, 
2011, no. 3.    His Ph.D. is from Columbia University.

6 A recent contribution is Mellissa Feinberg,  “Fantastic Truths, Compelling Lies: Radio Free Europe 
and the Response to the Slánský Trial in Czechoslovakia,” Contemporary European History, 22, 107-125,  
based on research in the RFE Czechoslovak Service scripts in the RFE/RL Broadcast Records Collection, 
Hoover Institution.  
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Review by Tony Shaw, University of Hertfordshire 
 

nce upon a time, Cold War history was all about diplomats and dictators, telegrams 
and tanks. The Cold War was thought of and taught as a top-down, elite-driven 
conflict in which the opinions, concerns and lifestyles of ordinary people barely 

registered. Nowadays, things are very different. Thanks to the work of historians, 
sociologists, literary scholars, experts in communications studies, and others, the Cold 
War’s totality is today widely acknowledged. This is especially the case in the realm of 
culture. Whether an opera singer or a soap-opera addict, everyone is now seen as having 
played a potential role in the cultural Cold War. Everyone was a producer or consumer of 
high or low culture in one way or another during the conflict, many scholars argue, which 
explains why the Cold War should be seen as a people’s war par excellence. 
 
The mass media’s role in the cultural Cold War has attracted significant interest over the 
last decade or so. Films, books, pop songs, and television programmes are all on the Cold 
War scholars’ radar, either as entertainment or propaganda. So, too, is radio. International 
historians especially have taken a keen look at how East-West radio broadcasting ‘parted’ 
the Iron Curtain. Many argue that the so-called ‘war of the airwaves’ not only highlighted 
the permeability of the East-West divide, it was also, according to some experts, a factor in 
bringing the Cold War to an end.7 Ever since the co-founder of Solidarity, Lech Walesa, 
thanked the BBC and other radio stations in the 1990s for helping to bolster anti-Soviet 
resistance in Poland, general opinion has been that western broadcasters played a key role 
in the collapse of Communism in the Eastern bloc.8  
 
This special issue of Cold War History focuses explicitly on the international ‘radio wars’ 
that were fought during the Cold War. The six articles vary in quality but all tell us 
something new. In general, the articles cover the first half of the Cold War better than the 
second, thanks mainly to the availability of sources. Unfortunately, this corresponds with 
most work on Cold War culture to date, which has tended to concentrate on the 1940s 
through to the 1960s. Similarly, most of the articles tend to look at the radio wars from a 
western rather than an eastern perspective, thus accentuating the pro-western bias of 
scholarship on the cultural Cold War. This does not mean that the special issue is 
unbalanced as such – there is only so much that a journal special issue can achieve – but it 
does highlight the need for more extensive work on the rationale, tactics and output of 
Communist-bloc broadcasting. 

7 Walter L. Hixson, Parting the Curtain: Propaganda, Culture, and the Cold War, 1945-1961 (New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 1997); Michael Nelson, War of the Black Heavens: The Battles of Western Broadcasting in the 
Cold War (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1997); Nicholas J. Cull, The Cold War and the United States 
Information Agency: American Propaganda and Public Diplomacy, 1945-1989 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009); R. Eugene Parta, Discovering the Hidden Listener: An Assessment of Radio Liberty and 
Western Broadcasting to the USSR during the Cold War (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 2007); A. Ross 
Johnson and R. Eugene Parta (eds.), Cold War Broadcasting: Impact on the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
(Budapest: Central European Press, 2010).  

8 See Walesa’s Foreword to Nelson’s War of the Black Heavens. 

O 
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The first two articles, by Hilary Footitt and Simona Tobia, can be read as a pair. Footitt’s 
focus is on British propaganda efforts in France in the early Cold War, Tobia’s on Voice of 
America’s (VOA) activities in Italy in the same period.9  
 
Using British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and British government archives, Footitt 
skilfully shows us the difficulties British radio propagandists had in working in France in 
the late 1940s, a country many in London feared was on the verge of a Communist takeover 
immediately after the Second World War. Foreign Office personnel argued over whether it 
made greater sense to adopt a hard-line anti-Communist line in BBC broadcasts to France 
or instead to stress a more positive approach that stressed the economic benefits of 
western democracy. In the end, all agreed that it was not what the broadcasts said but who 
was saying it that mattered most. The upshot is that by the late 1940s the British had put a 
greater emphasis on embedding messages discreetly within French regional radio stations 
rather than via the BBC’s French Services. What impact this shift in strategy had on the 
French public’s attitude towards Communism and the Cold War generally is not something 
that Footitt looks at, perhaps because of the inherent difficulties of measuring 
propaganda’s influence. What Footitt’s article draws our attention to, however, is the fact 
that western broadcasters targeted their purported allies as well as their enemies during 
the Cold War. To date, relatively little has been written on this intra-bloc aspect of Cold 
War broadcasting. 
 
Overall, Simona Tobia’s article makes the same important point as Footitt’s – that during 
the formative phase of the Cold War, NATO members targeted one another via radio as 
much as they did the USSR and its satellites. Thanks to the work of David Ellwood and 
others, plenty is known already about the American propaganda campaign to prevent the 
Communist Party winning the Italian election of 1948, so it is not altogether surprising to 
read of the efforts US radio broadcasters put into ‘saving’ Italy from Communism in the late 
1940s and early 1950s.10 What is most revealing about Tobia’s article, though, are the 
limits of American broadcasting in Italy during the early Cold War.  
 
Given the economic and social difficulties Italy experienced after the Second World War, 
when recovery depended so much on Marshall Plan Aid, U.S. broadcasters, led by the Voice 
of America, might have expected to reconstruct much of Italy’s media infrastructure in its 
own image or, at the very least, to determine the Italian media’s Cold War output. But 
Italian broadcasters put up strong resistance to the VOA’s interpretation of both local and 
international events. The Americans’ concerted attempts to ‘colonise’ Italy’s state 
broadcaster, Radio Audizioni Italia (RAI), was by no means a roaring success either, though 

9 Hillary Footit, “’A Hideously Difficult Country’: British Propaganda to France in the early Cold War,” 
Cold War History 13:2 (May 2013): 153-169; Simona Tobia, “Did the RAI buy it?   The Role and Limits of 
American Broadcasting in Italy in the Cold War,”ibid., 171-191.  

10 See David Ellwood, The Shock of America:  Europe and the Challenge of the Century (Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2012) and the extensive literature on the Cultural Cold War in Linda Risso’s introduction, 
“Radio Wars:  Broadcasting in the Cold War,” Cold War History 13:2 (May 2013):145-153. 
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they did help launch the career of one of the biggest names on Italian radio and television 
in the decades ahead, Mike Bongiorno. Tobia tells this story generally very convincingly, 
using a range of Italian, U.S. and British primary sources. On the down side, I found certain 
elements of her analysis difficult to follow, particularly when she tries to connect the VOA’s 
activities with theories about Westernisation and Americanisation.   
 
On the face of it, Alban Webb’s article,11 which looks at the role of radio broadcasting 
during the 1956 Hungarian Uprising, might appear to be going over old ground. On close 
reading, however, it is a masterly assessment of what we now know about the most 
controversial episode in the whole of the radio wars. Ever since the uprising was crushed 
by the Soviet Army, the western radio stations have consistently faced charges of recklessly 
encouraging revolution by hinting that military support for the Hungarian rebels was in the 
offing, all of which was part of the Eisenhower administration’s abortive strategy of ‘rolling 
back’ Communism across the Eastern bloc. By analysing the tactics and output of the 
western and, to an extent, eastern radios during events in Hungary in October and 
November 1956, Webb shows us just how intense the battle on the airwaves for Hungarian 
and global hearts and minds really was. Some émigrés working for the CIA-funded Radio 
Free Europe (RFE) were indeed guilty of inciting the Hungarian rebels, even instructing 
them in the use of Molotov cocktails in anti-tank warfare (235). However, to say that the 
Hungarian crisis was a response to incitement by international broadcasters - that, as 
Soviet radio claimed, the uprising was somehow caused by RFE and the BBC - would be 
pushing things way too far. As Webb puts it very clearly, “The uprising was a culmination of 
a process which began years earlier with Russian interference in Hungarian life” (237). 
 
Like Tobia, Webb demonstrates the limits of U.S. Cold War broadcasting, but in Hungary’s 
case as a tactical weapon. Whereas radio had been used as an adjunct to conventional 
warfare during the Second World War, as Webb points out, a decade later and under the 
threat of nuclear Armageddon, it had been elevated to become a weapon of war in its own 
right. However, the experience of Hungary proved to governments and radio propagandists 
in the West that political warfare on the air waves could not be applied like a military 
science. It was better, instead, to focus on marshalling radio’s immense power as an agent 
of public diplomacy, to build and mobilise networks of listeners discreetly and over time. 
This in itself was an art and, in years to come, involved a set of skills that needed constant 
refining according to the target audience, whether it be the Soviet politburo (which, Webb 
informs us, often received daily monitored reports of western broadcasts) or people like 
Lech Walesa. 
 
Moving on to Friederike Kind-Kovacs’s fine article,12 we find émigrés again playing a 
critical role in shaping the content of western radio broadcasts aimed at the Eastern bloc. 

11 Alban Webb, “Cold War radio and the Hungarian Uprising, 1956,” Cold War History 13:2 (May 
2013): 221-238. 

12 Friederike Kind-Kovacs, “Voices, Letters, and Literature through the Iron Curtain:  Exiles and the 
(Trans) Mission of Radio in the Cold War,” Cold War History 13:2 (May 2013): 193-219. 
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That the likes of Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty, the U.S. station which targeted the 
USSR, would employ so many anti-communist exiles from Eastern Europe [Kind-Kovacs 
calls them the stations’ “backbone” (199)] made perfect sense. Other accounts of these 
radio stations’ Cold War efforts, often written by former employees, have spoken of the 
invaluable insights exiles provided into life behind the Curtain and of the ferocious rows 
that could develop between them and the American staff over the tone and style of 
broadcast output. What Kind-Kovacs concentrates on is the ‘communication loop’ across 
the Iron Curtain that was provided by the exiles. Inspired by what the exiles were telling 
them on the airwaves, dissidents in the USSR sent the stations letters and underground 
literature for publication. This, in turn, influenced the content and staffing of RFE and Radio 
Liberty and encouraged the production of more opposition literature. 
 
At one level, Kind-Kovacs’s article gives us an intriguing picture of the various functions 
that exiles served for Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty, as contact people, smugglers, 
writers, publishers and on-air personalities. On another level, his article highlights the 
patterns of interaction between East and West that could be triggered by exiles’ broadcasts, 
patterns that illustrated the permeability of the Iron Curtain and the significance of the 
‘Cold War of the ether’. On yet another level, Kind-Kovacs’s article goes at least some way to 
judging the impact of what the western radios were broadcasting by closing what we might 
call the transmitter-receiver loop. 
 
It is this same, vital transmitter-receiver loop on which the final two articles of the issue 
seek to focus – though, in my opinion, one does it a lot better than the other. Christoph 
Classen’s piece is particularly welcome as it is the only article in the special issue that 
concentrates entirely on an Eastern bloc radio station.13 Classen has excavated listeners’ 
surveys and reports from the archives to explore the relationship between East German 
radio and its indigenous audience. His evidence suggests that, contrary to the claims made 
by many Westerners during and after the Cold War, German Democratic Republic (GDR) 
radio was by no means a medium without an audience; the local radio station was never 
simply pushed aside in favour of western media outlets. At the same time, East Germans 
consistently found GDR radio overly political, didactic and simply boring. Classen’s use of 
listeners’ letters is especially revealing when we hear those listeners’ voices in the first 
person, calling, for instance, for “more music, less talk” (243) or drawing parallels between 
GDR radio and the worst excesses of Nazi propaganda. However, problems with his 
analysis arise when, like Tobia, Classen tries to link his radio findings to wider theories, in 
his case about totalitarianism and communications. Here, some of his language is difficult 
to penetrate and his attempts to extrapolate tend to weaken rather than strengthen the 
article’s arguments. 
 

13 Christoph Classen, “Captive Audience? GDR Radio in the Mirror of Listeners’ Mail,” Cold War 
History 13:2 (May 2013): 239-254. 
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Patrick Major’s article looks at the same East German audience, but that section of it which 
listened to the BBC’s East German programme from the 1950s through the 1970s.14 This is 
an exceptionally strong piece, one which draws on programme output and listeners’ letters 
found in the BBC’s archives and resists the temptation of straying too far into theory. Major 
first looks at ‘Two Comrades’, a satirical programme that poked fun at Communist Party 
apparatchiks and sought to deepen the popular perception of a ‘them and us’ society under 
real existing socialism. His findings reveal that even some party functionaries liked to listen 
to themselves being sent up on the programme. Major then looks at ‘Letters without 
Signature’, a feedback programme from East German listeners, combined with over 200 
files of mail sent to the BBC from German listeners. Noting correctly that ‘reception has 
always been one of the more elusive areas of broadcasting studies’ (266), Major carefully 
delineates key themes of audience response to BBC broadcasts and complaints within them 
about the East Germans’ lot. These paint a pretty bleak picture of life in East Germany and 
are grouped around themes such as ‘shortages’, ‘abandonment’ and ‘anti-Communism’. 
 
Throughout the Cold War, the BBC World Service maintained a reputation for greater 
objectivity and impartiality compared with most other western radio stations. Major’s 
article is important for showing us a less well known side of BBC output and listener 
research. His article is also valuable for demonstrating how listeners, through programmes 
like ‘Letters without Signature’, could sometimes become scriptwriters. As Major puts it, 
the passage of so many uncensored latters through the Iron Curtain “suggests we need to 
abandon models of hermetic closure” (274), even after the Berlin Wall was built. It also 
calls for the very definition of ‘active’ and ‘passive’ actors in radio broadcasting to be 
radically re-thought. 
 
The journal Cold War History is to be commended for hosting this special issue on 
broadcasting during the Cold War. Coming on top of previous special issues in 2003 and 
2009 dealing with Cold War cultural and social history on the one hand, and the Cold War 
in film on the other,15 the journal has consolidated its position as a one of the go-to fora for 
those studying the cultural dimensions of the Cold War. I would have liked to have seen a 
more integrated collection of articles, one in which the authors were communicating with 
one another more explicitly (not least because I saw this taking place at the conference 
where the articles were first presented, at Reading University in December 2010). On a 
more positive note, I was pleased to see each of the six case studies not falling into the trap 
of overestimating the role and importance of the radios and the specific information 
programmes of which they formed a part. For a long time, much of the literature on the 
Cold War radios was autobiographical and to some extent self-congratulatory. Judging from 
this special issue, we have now entered a new, more detached phase. 
 

14 Patrick Major, “Listening behind the Curtain:  BBC Broadcasting to East Germany and its Cold War 
Echo,” Cold War History 13:2 (May 2013): 255-275. 

15 “Special Issue: Across the Blocs – Cold War Cultural and Social History”, Cold War History, 4, 1, 
October 2003, 1-174. “Special Issue: The Cold War on Film”, Cold War History, 9, 4, November 2009, 453-524. 
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