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PETER STRUNK, Zensur und Zensoren: Medienkontrolle und Propagan-
dapolitik unter sowjetischer Besatzungsherrschaft in Deutschland , Edition
Bildung und Wissenschaft, 2 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1996), 183 pp.
ISBN 3 05 002850 5. DM 84.00

This careful study, based on a Ph.D. thesis, deals with the press poli-
cies of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany (SMAD)
between 1945 and 1949. All of the press under Allied occupation was
subject to censorship, but the Soviet Zone suffered especially intrusive
controls, as one would expect in a Stalinist system. The SMAD’s
Information Division grew out of the Red Army’s wartime work with
the National Committee for a Free Germany, recruited from anti-fas-
cist prisoners-of-war, where some German Communists had already
collaborated with Russian colleagues, including Rudolf Herrnstadt,
later editor of Neues Deutschland. Nevertheless, a number of journalists
were also recruited from among Nazi-vintage editors for the Soviets’
showcase, Tägliche Rundschau, demonstrating a pragmatism on the
part of the SMAD which belied denazification rhetoric. There was also
an awareness of the need to win well-known literary names for the by-
lines, including Hans Fallada, Theodor Plivier, Alexander Abusch,
Willi Bredel, as well as the actor Gustaf Gründgens, who were given
considerable artistic freedom in order to attract an educated readership.

Much space is devoted early on to the political views of the bul-
let-headed Soviet hardliner, Sergei Tyulpanov, head of the SMAD’s
Information Division, and protégé of Zhdanov. Given this promi-
nence, he only appears intermittently in the body of the book, lead-
ing to a conclusion by default that his influence has been overrated
by historians. (He also appears at great length in Norman Naimark’s
The Russians in Germany , amid much circumstantial but inconclusive
evidence as to his importance.) This revised position may be justified,
but the other general political background given by Strunk on the
SMAD does not substantially illuminate the day-to-day printroom
politics discussed in later sections of the book. Those more directly
responsible for censorship, such as Filippov, a former TASS repre-
sentative in interwar Berlin, and Kirsanov, unheard-of until now,
emerge from the shadows, but usually as pen-portraits gleaned from
the Americans or overenthusiastic GDR Festschriften. 

What does emerge is the haphazard nature of Soviet censorship—
the Christian Democrats’ Neue Zeit was for a while censored by three
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Komsomol girls with little grasp of German, who would occasional-
ly break down at the enormity of the responsibility facing them (p.
93). Even the German Communist press was subject to restrictions,
with Neues Deutschland suffering cuts in circulation at various points.
The Russians clearly reserved resources for their own publications,
remaining deaf to protests from even supposed allies. Nor did the
Soviets appear to realize the self-defeating nature of their propagan-
da tactics. The news reaching Tägliche Rundschau was designed for a
Russian readership, rehashed from TASS stories, but offputting to
German readers in its style and themes. Nor was the image conveyed
of the Soviet Union an altogether attractive one. Moreover, the
Stalinist apparat was prone to relieve its own staff at regular inter-
vals, sending talent back to the USSR, including even Tyulpanov.
Although aware of competition from the West Berlin press, only the
Berliner Zeitung and the Nacht-Express were permitted to experiment
in tabloid journalism, prompting American observers to comment
enviously on the latter as ‘gossipy, racy and on the surface unpoliti-
cal’ so that ‘the majority of its readers are not aware of the fact that it
is a Russian-sponsored newspaper’ (p. 89). Yet these experiments in
a non-party press were mainly abandoned in 1948 in favour of more
party-political newspapers which the SMAD found easier to control
indirectly through leverage on individual leaders. ‘Difficult’ editors
such as Emil Dovifat were made liabilities with the bloc parties and
dropped in the interests of a harmonious relationship with the occu-
pying power. It is significant, however, that a number of journalists
were prepared to stand up for their principles in a post-fascist socie-
ty.

Strunk assiduously covers the pre-censorship in which the SMAD
engaged until November 1946, including even the Communist press.
Night-time proof-readings would take place, often delaying appear-
ances on the newsstands, as Russian censors conferred with their
superiors and pages were set and reset. It is estimated that 35-40 per
cent of each edition of the Christian Democratic press was not
allowed through, with the censor sensitive to any reporting on for-
eign policy issues, military information, food shortages, or industrial
dismantling. Moreover, the amount of information on developments
in the Western occupation zones was minimal. Some German editors
with experience of National Socialist censorship managed to walk the
fine line required; others transgressed it and paid with their jobs.
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Three successive editors of the CDU’s Neue Zeit were forced to resign
by the Russians. Even after pre-censorship was lifted in favour of
post-censorship, editors were very careful what they wrote. At the
same time, the SMAD was not averse to ordering mischievous arti-
cles aimed at the Western Allies, conscious of the trouble this would
cause on the Allied Control Council. By October 1946 the zonal press
was under increasing pressure to attack American foreign policy,
prompting General Clay’s own Operation Talkback, from which
point on the Allies began to ignore their own rules not to attack each
other in public. Local SMAD contingents on occasion used licences as
a bait for ‘positive’ reporting on government policy. Another weapon
in the SMAD’s arsenal was newsprint allocation, with certain news-
papers starved of their agreed circulation. The Soviets also choked off
the Western information supply, banning German journalists from
using Associated Press or Reuters in favour of its own Soviet News
Bureau, despite the attempts of some Germans to set up primitive
newsgathering services by listening to Western radio and typing up
shorthand notes. The only resort in the end was for the German
media to engage in self-censorship in the shape of the ADN news
agency, founded in 1946, and which survived until the end of the
GDR. Strunk also pays some attention to radio-broadcasting and
publishing policy, although the bulk of research is devoted to news-
paper journalism. In all cases, however, German readers and listen-
ers turned off by overpolitical coverage could find alternatives in the
West Berlin press and radio. The SMAD never achieved total media
control.

This is a pioneering piece which, as Strunk himself is aware, is
constrained somewhat by lack of access to important archives,
notably the SMAD’s own files in Moscow. Many of the blanks are
filled in with memoir literature, or East German holdings in the
Bundesarchiv Berlin. Yet, since most of the latter are semi-official
Erinnerungsberichte, we learn little of the internal dynamics and
unwitting humour of the censors’ reports themselves, as evidenced
for instance by Barck, Langermann and Lokatis’s ‘Jedes Buch ein
Abenteuer’ (1997). Consequently, large sections, for example, the case-
study of the Soviets’ Tägliche Rundschau, are dominated by details of
personnel changes or rises and falls in circulation figures which are
rather hard-going at times. As with a number of post-1989 studies of
East Germany, institutional history is favoured over other, arguably
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more illuminating, approaches. Thus, the otherwise promising sec-
tion on the style of reporting is not really long enough to do more
than give a flavour. Given the slimness of the volume, there was
undoubtedly room for more. Moreover, many of the sources are
Western—either American analyses of the time or records kept by
sacked editors who ended up in the West, mainly Christian
Democrats, and tend to reflect Cold War mentalities. The experience
of reading such a heavily-controlled press, partially recoverable
through readers’ letters and interviews, is another potentially inter-
esting, but unexplored avenue. The desire for paper often fulfilled
practical rather than ideological functions. East German listeners reg-
ularly tuned in to Western broadcasters such as RIAS and SFB, and
were exposed to American dance music as well as anti-Communist
commentary. Without this aspect of popular reception—or indeed,
non-reception—propaganda initiatives necessarily appear in some-
what of a vacuum.

PATRICK MAJOR is Lecturer in History at the University of
Warwick. He is the author of The Death of the KPD: Communism and
anti-Communism in West Germany, 1945-1956 (1997), and is currently
working on a social history of the Berlin Wall.
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