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Policing Tonal Boundaries: 

Constructing the Nazi/ German Enemy 
on the Wartime BBC 

SIAN NICHOLAS 

I Introduction 

To fix the enemy in the public mind as the embodiment of every-
thing worth fighting against has always been an essential function 
of state propaganda in wartime. The co-opting of the mass media 
to project negative images of one's antagonists has been a key part 
of the war effort in the modem era, and the ways in which such 
images are constructed, received, adopted, and/ or rejected by their 
audiences has been the subject of investigation by contemporary 
commentators and historians alike. But as important as the prop-
aganda message is the cultural place of the medium used to project 
it. Propaganda messages entirely appropriate for one communica-
tions medium, or one social, cultural, or class milieu, may not be 
appropriate in another. The success of any propaganda campaign 
depends ultimately on the 'fit' between message, medium, and 
audience. 

This essay considers some of the ways in which the British con-
structed images of the German enemy during the Second World 
War, specifically through the home broadcasting service of the 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). In this task, British pro-
pagandists were in some respects in a highly privileged position. 
Nazi Germany was self-evidently the aggressor, was ideologically 
anathema, and had been the aggressor barely a generation before, 
during the First World War. Opinion formers had access to a new 
and arguably more powerful medium of persuasion than in any 
previous conflict: a single monopoly broadcasting system that was 
nominally independent of government but over which govern-
ment had potentially unlimited powers. Radio itself offered a new 
kind of power: the spoken word transformed, domesticized, and 
available to millions. 
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The use oflanguage on the wartime BBC to discuss Germany, 
the Nazi regime, and the German people offers a case in which 
the vocabulary of discussion took on a particular resonance, 
whether in terms of its immediate emotional effect (such as 
imagery of 'gangsterdom', or the perennial fascination with per-
verted Nazi youth), or in its ideological and policy implications-
specifically, the argument whether to use the terms 'Nazi' or 
'German' to describe the enemy. However, the sometimes uneasy 
collaboration between official propagandists and broadcasting 
professionals in this period highlights how complex and contested 
the mobilization of language can be. Meanwhile, the use of lan-
guage to create a particular stereotype, or series of stereotypes, of 
the enemy, is, of course, a powerful indicator of the self-image of 
the propagandists themselves: nothing, perhaps, says as much 
about British perceptions of themselves at this time as the ways in 
which they chose to characterize the Germans. 1 

However, to focus solely on the vocabulary of discussion would 
be to oversimplify the web of cultural negotiations required in 
transmitting and interpreting broadcast propaganda. Of at least as 
much importance is the 'tone' of propaganda: the voice behind 
the words (authoritative/familiar/satirical/sarcastic etc.), and the 
context in which it appears (a news broadcast/a 'serious' or 'light' 
talk/a comedy reference etc.). Policing tonal as well as linguistic 
boundaries was a highly significant element of the BBC's coverage 
of Germany and the Nazis, one that introduces both a number of 
important interpretative and methodological questions for the his-
torian and a wider political dimension to the question of wartime 
propaganda policy. The following analysis has been guided by 
contemporary responses to both tone and language, as evidenced 
in listener research reports, newspaper reviews, and other con-
temporaneous comments. For while the style and content of BBC 
anti-German propaganda say much about both contemporary 
conceptions of broadcasting in British cultural life and attitudes 
among broadcasters to the radio audiences, contemporary responses 
to the tone of such broadcasts, particularly in comedic or satirical 

1 Throughout this discussion, the word 'propaganda' is used in its original neutral sense, 
as a description of rather than a judgement on the variety of means of persuasion 
employed. Similarly, my use of the word 'stereotype' derives from Walter Lippmann's orig-
inal formulation as a method of simplification enabling people to classify and generalize. 
See Erner O'Sullivan, 'National Stereotypes as Literary Device', in Harald Husemann 
(ed.), As Others See Us: Anglo-German Perceptions (Frankfurt am Main, 1994), 81-g, at 82 n. 4. 
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references, expose not only some stark disagreements among pro-
pagandists themselves as to the most appropriate means of prop-
agating their message, but some profound differences in class and 
cultural attitudes to the nature and role of propaganda in wartime 
Britain. 

II 1he Vocabulary ef Discussion 

The BBC's importance as a medium of information and opinion 
in Britain during the Second World War is almost impossible to 
overestimate. 2 Its geographical reach across virtually the entire 
British Isles, its audience size, and, above all, its remarkable repu-
tation for probity gained during the 1930s set it apart from 
almost every other national broadcasting service and meant that 
in wartime it assumed a uniquely prominent propaganda and 
informational role. If the BBC was well aware of its own likely 
importance in national life in wartime, the British government 
was equally well aware of the BBC's value as a wartime propa-
ganda medium. No other single medium of communication 
reached virtually every household in Britain, rich or poor. No 
other medium offered such an intimately domestic setting, part of 
the very conversation of the home. No other medium offered such 
a variety of means of communicating propaganda messages. And 
no other medium was so vulnerable to government interference. 
During the late 1930s there had been serious discussion about how 
the BBC might be brought under government control in the event 
of war, discussions that persisted into the first months of war itsel£ 
Although government ministers were ultimately persuaded that 
overt control of the BBC would prove counter-productive (since 
it would undermine the very reputation for impartiality that was 
the BBC's greatest strength), the BBC's wartime 'settlement' with 
the newly reconstituted Ministry of Information (MOI) ensured 
that any independence was nominal. The MOI, for instance, 

2 For the history of the BBC between the wars, see especially Asa Briggs's magisterial 
17ze Birth Qf Broadcasting (London, 1961) and 17ze Golden Age Qf Wireless (London, 1965); also 
Paddy Scannell and David Cardiff, A Social Hisfllry Qf British Broadcasting, i. 1922-1939: Serving 
the Nation (London, 1991); Mark Pegg, Broadcasting and Soci.ety 1918-39 (London, 1983); and, 
for an influential contemporary viewpoint, HildaJennings and Winifred Gill, Broadcasting 
in Eoeryd(91 Life (London, 1939). For the wartime BBC, see Asa Briggs, 17ze War Qf Wordr 
(London, 1969), and Sian Nicholas, 17ze Echo Qf War: Home Front Broadcasting and the Wartime 
BBC 19J!r45 (Manchester, 1996). 
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could censor any part of BBC output; could instruct the BBC to 
follow any specific propaganda line; could, ultimately, demand 
that the BBC broadcast anything it wanted. 3 But the terms of this 
settlement (which was widely, if unspecifically, understood by the 
listening public) also ensured that, while all wartime mass media 
were affected by censorship and official propaganda guidance, 
the BBC's output came under particular scrutiny from its own 
audience. 

Examples of the monitoring of the BBC's use of language during 
the war reveal a propaganda machine highly sensitive to the polit-
ical nuance of vocabulary. This might be in the use of specific 
words for simple emotive effect, such as using the word 'assailant' 
rather than 'assassin' to describe members of the French 
Resistance who killed collaborators, or avoiding the word 'exe-
cuted' when referring to killings carried out by Germans on the 
grounds that this suggested a legal justification (the MOI suggested 
·'slaughtered' for single killings and 'massacred' for killings in quan-
tity).4 Broadcast references to world leaders held an obvious polit-
ical significance: thus from mid-1940 (that is, once any hopes of a 
negotiated peace had vanished) the MOI suggested the BBC drop 
the traditional use of the courtesy titles 'Herr' and 'Signor' when 
referring to Hitler and Mussolini; in February 1942 BBC memo-
randa reminded broadcasters that Stalin preferred the prefix 
'Monsieur' or 'Premier', and Chiang Kai-shek 'Generalissimo'; 
while by 1943 so bad were the relations between General de Gaulle 
and the other Allied leaders that Churchill himself briefed BBC 
Home News (as well as Fleet Street) that, as far as possible, de 
Gaulle should not be mentioned by name at all. 5 Meanwhile, the 
very words 'Allies' and 'Axis' had policy implications: the MOI 
and Political Warfare Executive alike objected to the use of the 

3 For details of this 'settlement' see Briggs, Golden Age, 625-53. 
4 Patrick Ryan, BBC Controller (News Co-ordination) (C(NC)) to Senior News Editor, 

25 Apr. 1942, File R34/286, BBC Written Archive Centre, Caversham Park, Reading 
(hereafter BBC WAC); Bernard Sendall (at the instigation of Minister of Information 
Brendan Bracken) to Ryan, 20July 1942, and reply 22July, BBC WAC R28/i21/3. In 
BBC internal correspondence, personnel were sometimes identified by name and some-
times by position. Where possible, I have identified both name and position on first refer-
ence in footnotes, and thereafter cited them as they appear on the document in question. 

5 Ian McLaine, Ministry qf Morale: HoTTII! Front Morale and the Ministry qf Ieformatwn in Worl.d 
War II (London, 1979), 145; Sir Richard Maconachie, BBC Controller (Home) (CH) to 
Policy Scrutineers (Talks and Schools), 26 Feb. 1942, BBC WAC R34/275/i; A. P. Ryan's 
Papers, R28/i9/2. 
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word 'Axis' and recommended the substitution of the looser term 
'enemy' instead;6 and even after the USA formally entered the 
war, the BBC was advised not specifically to describe the USA as 
one of the 'Allies' (it was, of course, an 'associated power'). 
Although the word 'allies' (uncapitalized) might be used colloqui-
ally, BBC policy scrutineers were advised that 'United Nations is 
a useful way out'.7 

Beyond the immediately political lay a more ideologically 
loaded use of language. Thus, for instance, the BBC found itself 
during the war nervously policing the usage of the words 'English' 
and 'British', since the use of the former as a synonym for the 
latter, though conventional and even instinctive among most 
English people in Britain, was in wartime apparently raising 
hackles in Wales, Scotland, and Northern lreland.8 References to 
Empire were policed with similar care, the BBC tending to steer 
shy of overt 'imperial' propaganda, and, mindful of the sensitivi-
ties of colonial and, in particular, Dominion listeners, stressing 
partnership and responsible stewardship rather than power and 
influence. (As one internal memorandum tellingly laid bare: 
'Don't use the adjective IMPERIAL at all. It is commonly used to 
mean three quite different things, and ... creates both confusion 
and prejudice.'9) Meanwhile, the Soviet Union posed a particu-
larly intractable ideological challenge for wartime broadcasters. 
In the early years of the war, with Soviet intentions unclear, the 
BBC was happy to follow MOI instructions to refer to the USSR 
infrequently and in neutral tone. But after Hitler's invasion of the 
Soviet Union inJune 1941 the British government's switch to a 
propaganda policy that, while not pro-Soviet, was explicitly pro-
Russian was both sudden Qiterally, overnight) and startlingly com-
plete, the mood set by Churchill himself, whose BBC broadcast to 

6 Thomas Woodroffe (MOI) to W. P. Wessel (BBC), 23Jan. 1943, BBC WAC R34/286. 
Objections to the use of the word 'Axis' go back at least to 1940. 

7 Foreign Advisor note to Basil Nicolls, BBC Controller of Programmes (CP), 3Jan. 
1942; CH to Policy Scrutineers (Talks and Schools), 26 Feb. 1942, BBC WAC R34/275/r. 

8 Lee (MOI) to Nicolls, 23 Oct. 1939, BBC WAC R28/ mfr. The writer J. B. Priestley, 
in his celebrated Postscript to the News after Dunkirk (sJune 1940), famously sought to elide 
the two by saying, 'and when I say English I really mean British'.]. B. Priestley, Postscripts 
(London, 1940), 2-4, at 3. See also Nicholas, Eclw qf War, 228-40. 

9 BBC memorandum (n.p., n.d. ~ate 1942]), BBC WAC R34/350/1. For further details 
of BBC Empire policy during the war, see Sian Nicholas, 'Brushing up your Empire: 
Dominion and Empire Propaganda on the Wartime BBC 1939-45',Journal </[Imperial and 
Commonwealth History, 31 (2003), 20:,-so. 
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the nation on the night after the invasion portrayed a valiant, pas-
toral Russia (not USSR) whose loyal sons were even now defend-
ing their motherland against the 'hideous onslaught' of the Nazi 
war machine. 10 Subsequent official policy, aimed at both the 
British people and the Soviet ambassador in London, Ivan 
Maisky, sought to create positive propaganda based on images of 
the Russian people, their history, traditions, and fighting spirit-
and to say as little as possible about their politics. The BBC's most 
highly publicized gaffe, its failure to include the Intematwnale in the 
popular Sunday night music programme National Anthems of the 
Allies, prompted some contorted linguistic self-justification on the 
part of the BBC (namely, that the USSR was technically a co-bel-
ligerent rather than an Ally) and the Minister of Information at 
the time, Duff Cooper (namely, that to call the Internationale a 
national anthem was surely a contradiction in terms). 11 But else-
where, BBC talks, features, and even drama wholeheartedly 
pursued the simple policy of portraying the best of 'Russia': con-
siderable amounts of Tolstoy, Chekhov, and Shostakovich, lavish 
commemorations of the Sieges of Leningrad and Stalingrad, 
special broadcasts for Red Army Day, and celebrations for Stalin's 
birthday (though any positive references to the Russian 
Revolution itself were systematically deleted by censors). In con-
sequence, the British people's approval of Russia during the war 
soared-as did their ignorance of the real political condition of 
the USSR. 12 

III Germany in Wartime Broadcast Discussion 

Policing references to allies might be said to have had a dual func-
tion: boosting home morale, and smoothing Allied diplomatic rela-
tions. By contrast, propaganda constructions of the enemy could be 
seen as an essentially domestic matter, seeking primarily to foment 
and sustain among home audiences a particular view of the enemy 

10 Churchill broadcast of 22June 1941, The Listener, 26 June 1941, 895-6. 
11 Duff Cooper to Anthony Eden, 12July 1941, INF1/913, National Archives, Kew 

(hereafter NA). 
12 For a more detailed discussion of British wartime perceptions of the USSR, see 

McLaine, Ministry ef Morale, eh. 7,passim; P. M. H. Bell,John Bull and the Bear: British Public 
Opinion, Foreign Policy and the Soviet Union, 1941-1945 (London, 1990 ); Si.an Nicholas, 'Partners 
now? Problems in the Portrayal of the USA and USSR on the Wartime BBC 1939-45', 
Diplomacy and Statecrqft, 3 (1992), 2431 1, at 244-55. 
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that would maximize resolve and commitment to the war effort. 
The projection of propaganda images of Germany might therefore 
have seemed relatively straightforward. Unfortunately for those 
charged with projecting such images, in particular the BBC, how 
to portray Germany, the German leadership, and the German 
people to the British people was, from the first, one of the most 
controversial propaganda debates of the entire war. For one thing, 
the conventional pejorative stereotypes of Germany were widely 
feared to be tainted by their association with First World War 
propaganda. For another, it was deemed a matter of considerable 
political and even strategic significance whether the principal focus 
of such propaganda should be the regime (the Nazis) or the people 
(the Germans). 

The shadow of the First World War was a long one. Britain's 
anti-German propaganda effort of 1914-18 was, by the 1920s, no 
longer a source of national pride but in many quarters regarded 
with active shame, with some commentators challenging both the 
veracity and the morality of wartime atrocity propaganda, and 
others (most famously Harold Lasswell) using the British wartime 
propaganda experience to draw discouraging conclusions about 
the malleability of public opinion. 13 In the 1930s the BBC had 
steered clear of virtually any coverage of contemporary German 
politics, having been effectively warned off the subject by a 
Foreign Office wary of the Nazi regime's hypersensitivity to 
outside criticism; 14 it also banned the use of the word 'Hun' as 

13 See Arthur Ponsonby, Falsehood in Wartime (London, 1928); Harold Lasswell, 
Propaganda Technique in the World War (London, [ 1927] 1938). Alice Goldfarb Marquis relies 
heavily on Ponsonby in her 'Words as Weapons: Propaganda in Britain and Germany 
during the First World War', Journal efComemporary Hiswry, 13 (1978), 467-g8, but alterna-
tive accounts suggest that Ponsonby's own use of evidence should be treated with circum-
spection. See, for instance, Lindley Fraser, Propaganda (London, 1957), 34-5. 

14 The BBC's effective abandonment of serious news reporting from Nazi Germany in 
the 1930s is well documented, though ironically the 'Vernon Bartlett affair' which precipi-
tated the move concerned Bartlett's broadcast of an allegedly sympathetic account of 
Germany's withdrawal from the Geneva Disarmament Conference in 1933, provoking rep-
resentations from both Downing Street and the Foreign Office. From 1937, however, the 
BBC came under concerted government pressure to avoid antagonizing the Hitler regime. 
See Briggs, Gou/en Age, 1461 ; Vernon Bartlett, This is my life (London, 1937), 177; Scannell 
and Cardiff, Serving the Nation, 7z-rn2. The BBC's quiescence on this issue contrasts with the 
widespread coverage of developments in Nazi Germany (generally critical in tone, though 
with some significant exceptions) in the popular press and current affairs publishing 
market. See Franklin Reid Gannon, The British Press and Germa'!)' 1936--1939 (Oxford, 1971); 
Richard Cockett, Twilight ef Truth: Chamberlain, Appeasement and the Manipulatwn ef the Press 
(London, 1989); Benny Morris, The Roots ef Appeasement· The British Week[y Press and Nazi 
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one of a number of derogatory references to foreign powers con-
sidered unacceptable for broadcast. 15 When war broke out, there-
fore (and in contrast to some elements of the popular press, which 
adopted a tone more reminiscent of 1914), the BBC maintained 
in its news and talks broadcasts the caution that was still charac-
terizing government policy. Thus, while it sought as a matter of 
urgency to engage the listening public at last with the threat of 
Nazi Germany, it carefully avoided a blanket reintroduction of 
the old stereotypes, and sought to differentiate implicitly, if not 
explicitly, between the Nazi leadership (bad) and the German 
people (brainwashed, deluded, or otherwise misguided, but still 
potentially the means by which the Nazis might be reined in or 
even overthrown). The BBC's December 1939/January 1940 talks 
series Ihe Voice ef the Nazi, a painstaking and authoritative investi-
gation of the nature of Nazi propaganda technique, was therefore 
careful to discuss Nazi propaganda aimed at the German people 
themselves, as well as their external propaganda efforts such as 
WilliamJoyce's ('Lord Haw-Haw') already notorious broadcasts 
on Radio Hamburg. A further talks series, Under Nazi Rule (from 
February 1940), made the Nazis/Germans differentiation explicit 
by focusing on physical rather than psychological oppression, by 
detailing the ways in which the Nazi regime was destroying 
German rights and civic structures, and by featuring personal tes-
timonies of Germans who had been persecuted by, and subse-
quently fled, the Nazi regime. Meanwhile, a highly publicized 
dramatized documentary series, Ihe Shadow ef the Swastika 
(November/December 1939), a popular history of the Nazi move-
ment that concentrated specifically on the rise of Hitler and the 
Nazi Party, focused listeners' minds on Hitler himself as a 
Messianic and hysterical demagogue. 16 

With the accession of Churchill to the premiership, and the fall 
of France, MOI policy explicitly changed. The German people 
had had their chance to get rid of Hitler; now the whole of the 
German nation was to be considered the enemy and the Nazis 
simply their political face. Taking their lead in part from Lord 

Germa'!)' During the 1930s (London, 1991); Dan Stone, Responses to Nazism in Britain 193.r-1939: 
Before War and Hol.ocaust (Basingstoke, 2003). 

15 See]. S. Macgregor, Empire Programme Director, to Empire Executive, 21 May 
1937, BBC WAC R34/275h. 

16 For further details of these and other series, see Nicholas, Eclw ef War, 150-5. 
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Vansittart's notorious best-seller of 1941, Black Record (itself based 
on a series of broadcasts made on the BBC Overseas Service in 
1940), the MOI now to all practical intent adopted the 
'Vansittartist' line that to draw distinctions between Germans and 
Nazis was specious (Foreign Office objections that such a policy 
would 'cement the German people behind their rulers' were over-
ruled).17 The BBC, like all other propaganda outlets, was required 
to make the new policy clear, a process that involved, among 
other measures, redrawing guidelines on the broadcast use of the 
term 'Nazi' to ensure that it was correctly applied to the Nazi 
Party and leadership, but no longer used as an adjective applied 
to inanimate enemy things such as armed forces, shipping, and so 
on; here, the term 'German' or 'enemy' should be used instead. 
(As a sop to the spoken word, however, latitude was permitted 'to 
avoid ... wearisome repetition'. 18) Kenneth Clark, Controller of 
Home Publicity at the Ministry oflnformation, described the new 
policy as 'The Same Old Hun'; BBC senior management took a 
marginally more subtle approach, calling it 'the MOI's 'jekyll and 
Hyde" scheme' (that is, that the Germans were Nazis undemeath). 19 

Particular linguistic stereotypes of the Germans now reasserted 
themselves. Germans were portrayed in broadcasts as variously 
aggressive, brutal, intolerant, regimented, unimaginative, and 
humourless. It is, of course, an axiom of propaganda based on 
national identity that stereotypes of the 'other' are related to auto-
stereotypes of oneself, and such identifications of the Germans 
were made in the context of an 'Englishness' (Britishness) explicitly 
defined as free, tolerant, phlegmatic, and resourceful. 20 Invoking 
such an imagology could provide reassurance in the darkest of 
moments, notably after the Dunkirk evacuation of 1940, when 

17 See Aaron Goldman, 'Germans and Nazis: the Controversy over "Vansittartism" in 
Britain during the Second World War',Journo.l efCont,emporary Hiswry, 14 (1979), 155--g1, at 
162 and passim; also McLaine, Ministry ef Morale, eh. 5, passim. 

18 There are repeated instructions from BBC senior management to all staff(including 
directives from the Directors-General) to this effect throughout the middle years of the 
war. See, e.g.,John Watt, Director ofVariety, to all producers, 28 Nov. 1942, BBC WAC 
R34/275/I. 19 CH to Assistant CH, 24June 1940, BBC WAC R51/397/4. 

20 See e.g. Angus Calder's typology of English versus German national character in his 
The .Myth efthe Blitz (London, 1991), whereby English (British) freedom, improvisation, vol-
unteer spirit, friendliness, tolerance, timeless landscape, patience, calm, and thousand years 
of peace are matched against Germany's tyranny, calculation, drilling, brutality, persecu-
tion, mechanization, aggression, frenzy, and Thousand Year Reich dedicated to war. 'It 
will be seen that each promised characteristic of the Germans is ( and has to be) opposed 
by a strong English opposite.' Calder, .Myth ef the Blitz, 196. 
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J. B. Priestley's BBC Postscripts turned military humiliation into 
salvation myth by crediting British grit, pluck, and improvisation 
with thwarting the ruthless but soulless efficiency of the Nazi war 
machine.21 And certain specific images were highlighted to under-
line the general message. 

For instance, the representation of German aggression as a form 
of 'gangsterism', a sinister dependence on mob brutality, was a con-
stantly recurring feature of BBC talks propaganda that tied in 
neatly with wider ideas of both Germanness and Britishness. The 
Nazi leadership readily lent themselves to being depicted as a gang-
ster cabal, while the theme of the thuggish and destructive Nazi 
could easily be expanded to embrace the entire German nation, in 
what was, in effect, a reprise of the old First World War stereotype 
of the brutish Hun. News talks highlighted the looting and extor-
tion endemic in Nazi Germany, and the wanton German destruc-
tion of the greatest jewels of European civilization, while affirming 
the Allies' attempts to protect ancient buildings, works of art, and 
local populations. As the writer E. M. Forster put it in a talk broad-
cast in October 1940: 'The Germans don't hate culture, but they 
are doomed to oppose it because it's mixed up with thought and 
action, because it is mixed up with the individual. '22 

A newer theme was that of German youth. Portrayals of 
Germany's younger generation, particular the Hitler Youth move-
ment, traded on universal fears of 'lost' or changeling children (in 
this case children so morally corrupted that they were willing spies 
in their own homes, strangers to their parents, and potential betray-
ers of their families), and exerted a fascination on the British public 
and propagandists alike. German children were widely described as 
cruel, fanatical, and regimented; stories and plays depicted indoc-
trinated children betraying their parents to the authorities for such 
crimes as listening to London on the radio; and in one talks series 
the war was described as 'a battle for children's souls'. Meanwhile, 
several military commentators made a point of distinguishing 
between the relatively 'ordinary' older generation of German 
career soldiers and the depraved and fanatical new recruits. 23 

21 Above all, his Dunkirk 'Postscript', 5June 1940, Priestley, Postscripts, 2-4. 
22 Th Listener, 10 Oct. 1940, 515-16. 
23 See e.g. talk by Enid Lockhart, The Listener, IO Apr. 1941, 521 8; Zeta Gordon, Boys 

in Uniform (radio play); talk by the Revd Nathaniel Micklem in the series A Christian uoks 
at the World, 77ze Listener, 14 Mar. 1940, 528-g; talk by 'A Royal Marine', Th Listener, 13 
Nov. 1941, 659. 
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And these two themes could be effectively linked.]. B. Priestley, 
for instance, described the 'gang spirit' as an adolescent impulse, 
the preserve of sadistic schoolboy bullies and their craven follow-
ers. Richard Crossman explained in the final edition of Under Nazi 
Rule how Hitler had fixed 'a whole generation of young people at 
the gangster stage ... trained to accept the morals of a Chicago 
gangster as the standard of German civilisation'. 24 

It is worth noting how BBC broadcasts on these themes mir-
rored-but only up to a point-the propaganda efforts in other 
media. The analogy of the Nazi leadership with 'gangsterdom' 
was something explicitly referred to in, for instance, the wide 
range of anti-German 'sixpennies' and other popular literature 
published throughout the war years, whether the pocket-sized 
pamphlet Fifbi Facts about Hitler (October 1939), which cast Hitler 
as 'the Chief Gangster', H. V. Morton's cautionary tale of a Nazi-
occupied Britain, /, James Blunt (1942), in which former petty 
thieves rise to positions of abusive authority, modelling themselves 
on 'the tough guy in a gangster film', or Felix Grass's frankly sen-
sationalist Hitler's Girls, Guns and Gangsters (1941).25 One of the most 
chilling passages in /, James Blunt is where the narrator's 6-year-old 
granddaughter comes home from school proudly speaking 
German while his 5-year-old grandson relates how a schoolfriend 
betrayed his father to the teacher that day. But BBC propaganda 
tended to hold back from some of the more extreme explorations 
of these themes. Their coverage of the Hitler Youth, for instance, 
stopped well short of the explicit accusations of sadism and homo-
sexuality (equated, inevitably, with sexual exploitation and per-
version) that appeared in parts of the popular press, or in such 
'true stories' as Hans Siemsen's Hitkr Youth (1940).26 And BBC 
Repertory Theatre actor Marius Goring's portrayal of Hitler as a 
dangerous hysteric in the BBC's The Shadow of the Swastika,, widely 
praised at the time for its psychological acuity, was in fact a world 
away from the psychopathic, impotent, and sexually degenerate 
Hitler portrayed in contemporary psychology journals and (more 
graphically) in such popular wartime publications as former Nazi 

24 Priestley, Postscripts, 17; Richard Crossman, 17ze Listener, 6June 1940, 1092-3. 
25 Fifty FD£ts about Hitler, War Facts Press No. 1 (London, 1939); H. V. Morton, I, James 

Blunt (London, 1942), 50; Felix Gross, Hitler's Girls, Guns and Gangsters (London, 1941). 
26 Hans Siemsen, Hitler Youth (London, 1940). The popular Sunday newspaper 77ze News 

qf the World had earlier homed on the moral degeneracy of the Nazis, e.g. attributing the 
sadistic cruelty of the SS to 'mass sexual perversion' (News qf the World, 5 Nov. 1939). 
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Otto Strasser's Hitler and I (1940) and The Gangsters around Hitler 
(1942).27 

Why was this so? Unlike the press, where one chose a paper to 
read and could put it down at any point, or the cinema, where 
again one chose to go, to stay, and to watch, broadcasting was the 
'guest in the home'. From its earliest days, the BBC had main-
tained a clear policy of broadcasting only what was acceptable to 
the mainstream of listeners, and of maintaining certain standards 
of taste and decorum. This was particularly evident in its news 
bulletins, where items of a potentially distressing nature had tra-
ditionally been carefully vetted before broadcast. 28 Broadcast 
propaganda in wartime thus had to negotiate the boundaries of 
taste far more carefully than any other mass medium. This caused 
problems when, as in the case of reporting German atrocities, the 
subject matter was inevitably harrowing. Over the summer of 
1940, and again during 1941-2 the MOI sought to combat com-
placency by heavily promoting propaganda based on the threat 
of a German-occupied Britain (with H. V. Morton's I, James Blunt 
a key text in this campaign). The BBC followed this line with talks 
by German refugees and escaped British prisoners of war, with 
dramatized features ( Gestapo over Europe, Escape to Freedom, It Might 
Happen Here), and drama (They Call It Peace, The Machine That 
Disappeared, Kenneth Clark and Graham Greene's Gestapo in 
England). In just one month over August/September 1942 the BBC 
managed to rack up twenty-one features and drama productions 
on the theme of 'If Hitler won the war'.29 

However, with the First World War still a recent memory, 
'atrocity propaganda', whether set in Germany, occupied Europe, 

27 Otto Strasser, Hitler and I (London, 1940) and The Gangsters around Hitler (London, 
1942). Typical anecdotes included, variously, Hitler's alleged paedophile abuse of Elsa 
Hoffman, daughter of his personal photographer; his indecent propositioning-and prob-
able involvement in the subsequent murder of-his own niece, Gely Raubahl; and his 
private film showings of the execution by beheading--on his personal orders-of two 
young and aristocratic German women for espionage. See also Samuel Igra, Germaf!Y's 
National V1ee (London, 1945), 58. I am indebted to Gerald Hughes for this reference. 

28 See Scannell and Cardiff, Serving the Nation, cli. 3, passim. The 'mainstream' tended to 
be defined in elite terms: see D. L. LeMahieu, A Culture for Democracy: Mass Communication 
and the Cultivated Mind in Britain between the Wars (Oxford, 1988). 

29 InJune 1940, the Ministry oflnformation Home Morale Publicists Committee first 
discussed 'how the meaning of a German victory might be brought home to the various 
sections of the population'. W. G. V. Vaughan to the Director-General, MOI, 22June 
1940, NA INF1/ 255. For Aug./Sept. 1942 snapshot of propaganda output see Ryan mem-
orandum, 22 Sept. 1942, BBC WAC R341686. 
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or Britain, was always controversial. While similar propaganda 
messages in other mass media met with generally positive audience 
responses-for instance, Humphrey Jennings's powerful and 
restrained 7he Silent Village (1943), which retold the Nazi elimina-
tion of the Czech village of Lidice as if it were set in a south Wales 
mining valley-broadcast talks and, especially, dramatized fea-
tures on themes of German war crimes met with sustained listener 
resistance, and the BBC came to fear that, in the context of home 
listening, such topics served to depress the spirits rather than 
inspire resolve.30 It is telling that the BBC's own dramatization of 
I, James Blunt (which they broadcast reluctantly at the behest of the 
MOI) ended with the narrator waking up to find it had all been a 
dream-in contrast to the book, where the story dramatically ends 
at the point where the narrator hears the knock of the Gestapo at 
his door. Even so, listeners still found the subject matter too 
depressing, and the changed ending simply annoying. 31 

Meanwhile the BBC shrank from dramatizing the growing horror 
of the Nazi persecution of the Jews (fearing either complacency 
among the non:Jewish majority who might see themselves as less 
likely to become victims of Hitler, or a backlash among what some 
believed was a substantially anti-Semitic listening public), and 
confined such stories to news reports or to general accounts of 
Nazi atrocities across Germany and occupied Europe.32 

It is arguable how effective the attempt to elide 'Nazi' and 
'German' in the public mind actually was in practice. Certainly 
Churchill, for one, in his BBC broadcasts appears to have ignored 
BBC practice and used the words 'Nazi' and 'German' largely 
interchangeably, with a liberal scattering of 'Hun' for good 
measure. 33 And, while the 'Peace Aims' lobby persistently accused 
the BBC of 'Vansittartism', the Vansittartist lobby (and indeed 

30 See LR/897, 3June 1942, BBC WAC R9/5/8, and Barnes to Maconachie, 29 Sept. 
1942, BBC WAC R34/686. 

31 Graves to Radcliffe (MOI), 13 Apr. 1942, BBC WAC R19/527; LR/1010, 13July 
1942, R9/5/8. 

32 See e.g. BBC Programme Planning Minutes, Nos. 452 (11 Dec. 1942) and 461 (18 
Dec. 1942), BBC WAC R28/88/ 2. For further discussion of official policy, see McLaine, 
Ministry 'If Morale, 155-8, 166-8; Tony Kushner, 'Different Worlds: British Perceptions of 
the Final Solution during the Second World War', in David Cesarani (ed.), The Final 
Solution: Origins and Implementation (London, 1994), 246-67. 

33 See e.g. Churchill's 22June 1941 broadcast, which refers to 'German' armies/bombs/ 
troops/people, to 'Nazi' invasion/gangsters/violence/regime/war machine/leaders, and 
to 'Hun' raiders/soldiery/fighting machines. The Listener, 26June 1941, 895-6. 
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Lord Vansittart himself) just as persistently accused the BBC of 
pulling its punches and insufficiently indicting the whole German 
people in the atrocities perpetuated in their name. In fact, though 
explicit forms of differentiation between German people and Nazi 
leadership largely disappeared from British airwaves, in practice, 
BBC talks and features tended still to stress 'Nazi' rather than 
'German' iniquities. Meanwhile, propaganda imagery such as 
gangsterdom or youth indoctrination arguably tended to suggest 
'Nazism' rather than 'Germanness'. The gangster elite and their 
petty henchmen preyed on the weak and helpless general popula-
tion, in Germany as well as elsewhere. Emphasis on the peculiar 
horror of N azified youth likewise cast the older generation as 
pitiable victims of their own children. Evidence about public 
opinion is equivocal: Mass-Observation, for instance, found a 
steady increase in the number of people professing 'no sympathy' 
for the German people, and wartime opinion polls confirmed that 
a significant proportion of the British population saw no practical 
distinction between Germans and Nazis. But even in February 
1945 only 54 per cent of Mass-Observation respondents claimed 
to 'hate' Germans, and calls for retributive bombing of German 
civilians, for instance, seem to have been least vocal in cities that 
had suffered most from the Blitz. 34 

This equivocation, or ambiguity, of message may have stood 
the BBC in good stead towards the end of the war when the post-
war settlement of Germany became the urgent new political topic, 
and the idea that the German people were re-educable, that is, 
not irredeemably tainted by their Nazi past, became politically 
important. Academics and political commentators discussed hopes 
for the re-education of Germany in BBC round-table discussions. 
The BBC's War Report correspondents in 1944/ 5 described a 
cowed and defeatist German people dissociated from their fanat-
ical leadership. Even the BBC's reports from the death camps 
(notably Patrick Gordon Walker's harrowing talk Belsen: Facts and 
Thoughts on 27 May 1945) ended with pleas not to take revenge 
indiscriminately on all Germans-for, as the news reports made 
clear, there were Germans imprisoned in the camps too.35 

34 See Goldman, 'Germans and Nazis', 157; Tom Harrisson, living through the Blitz 
(London, 1976), 316-21. For an account that stresses more heavily (and disapprovingly) the 
hostility felt towards Germans during the war, see Donald Cameron Watt, Britain Looks to 
Genna1!J: British Opinion and Policy towards Gemza7!Y since 1945 (London, 1965), eh. 2, passim. 

35 See Nicholas, Echo ef War, 16!-g. 
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IV Making Fun of the Germans? Qy,estwns of Tone and S!Jle 

On the wartime BBC, policing language was reasonably straight-
forward (memoranda, verbal and written instructions, censors, 
vigilant listening, etc.), if in practice laborious and of unclear 
effect. But how could censors, looking at the words on the page, 
police the tone of what were, of course, generally live, if scripted, 
broadcasts? The BBC's principal methods of anti-German broad-
cast propaganda tended to be talks and features or drama. 
Through talks the propaganda messages could appear reasoned 
and authoritative. Features and drama offered more emotive con-
texts, but generally within clear bounds. For BBC comet!J (that is, 
the BBC Variety Department), however, the challenge was partic-
ularly intractable. 

In the 1930s it was a fundamental tenet of BBC Variety policy 
that world leaders were never to be joked about. On the outbreak 
of war with Germany, this directive was withdrawn and the full 
weight of the BBC Variety Department thrown behind the prop-
aganda war. Within the week comedian Tommy Handley could 
be heard on the new wartime BBC Home Service singing 'Who 
is this man who looks like Charlie Chaplin?'; shortly afterwards 
the BBC's greatest variety star, Arthur Askey, released an updated 
version of his popular novelty hit 'Run, Rabbit, Run', featuring 
the new verse 'Run, Adolf, run'. 36 On 6 October 1939 the BBC 
broadcast a 'pantomime' written by James Dyrenforth and Max 
Kester and closely based on Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland, 
entitled Adolf in Blunderland, featuring Hitler as 'Little Adolf' (Alice), 
Goebbels as the 'Mad Flatterer' (Mad Hatter), Himmler as the 
'March Into' (March Hare) and, as the 'Doormat' (Dormouse), 
the 'average German, He's asleep half the time ... doped by 
propaganda', to apparently rapturous critical and audience reac-
tion (it was repeated 'by popular demand' in February 1940).37 

Meanwhile, the BBC's new Variety show It's 77zat Man Again 
introduced a comic German spy, Funf, who would periodically 

36 'Run, Adolf, run, Adolf, run run run I Look what you've been gone and done done 
done/ We will knock the stuffing out of you/ Old fat-guts Goering and Goebbels too .. .' 
(etc.). Recording by Jack Hylton and his band, featuring Arthur Askey, held in the BBC 
sound archives, Broadcasting House, London. I am indebted to Christopher Stone for 
enabling me to hear this recording. See Dennis Gifford, Run Adolf Iw.n: The World War Two 
Fun Book (London, 1975) for a slightly bowdlerized version. 

37 See James Dyrenforth and Max Kester, Ado!fin Blunder/and (London, 1939). 
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interrupt host Tommy Handley's telephone conversations with 
the lugubrious catchphrase 'This is Funf speaking', his distinctive 
muffled voice produced by actor Jack Train speaking into a 
glass.38 

Within a very short period, however, BBC policy changed. As 
early as October 1939 Director of Variety John Watt announced 
a ban on further songs about Hitler,39 and inJanuary 1940 he 
prohibited jokes about Nazi leaders altogether. From internal 
BBC correspondence, is clear that this prohibition was not always 
policed with particular care: for instance, the BBC's Northern 
Ireland Director Melvin Dinwiddie complained to Controller of 
Programmes Basil Nicolls twice in two months in the spring of 
1940 after hearing jokes that made reference to Goering's weight 
(in the first case, that owing to the fat shortage in Germany, 
Herman Goering had presented his stomach to the nation; in the 
second, that the Air Force had made a flight over Goering's 
paunch but had not had time to make the round trip).40 But what-
ever the slips in practice, it was no longer considered good policy 
to make jokes about the Nazis. Policymakers felt that comedy 
belittled the threat, led audiences to discount the seriousness of 
the situation, and was in any case undignified. It set the wrong 
tone. 

In other areas, too, the BBC's 'tone' was under attack. 
Suspicions that BBC newsreaders were introducing a sarcastic 
tone when reporting German war claims and official Nazi state-
ments sparked accusations that the BBC was abandoning its tra-
ditional impartiality for cheap propaganda gains. 41 'Gloating' was 
another accusation made against BBC announcers, first raised in 
July 1940 when the BBC Nine O'Clock News broadcast an eye-

38 Funf appeared in the first series of It's That Man Again (ITMA) (Sept. 1939-Feb. 1940), 
was dropped for the 1940/ 1 series when a host of new characters were introduced, but 
returned during 1942. After a slow start ITMA became the emblematic BBC comedy show 
of the war years, with over 40% of the British listening public (fifteen million or more) reg-
ularly tuning in; its catchphrases became part of the popular vocabulary of wartime Britain. 
See The ITMA Tears (London, 1974); Peter Black, The Biggest Aspidistra in the World (London, 
1972), uo-20, and any number of popular histories of wartime Britain. 

39 See Melody Maker, 7 Oct. 1939. 
40 Melvin Dinwiddie, Northern Ireland Director, to CP, 19 Feb. 1940 and 27 Mar. 1940, 

and replies, 26 Feb. 1940 and 2 Apr. 1940, BBC WAC R34/275/r. Nicolls's first reply 
acknowledged that 'This is a sin, if only a venial one'; his second conceded defeat ('it looks 
as if we should give up struggling against Goering's paunch'). 

41 John Snagge, Director of Programme Planning, to Miss Osborn, 7 Feb. 1941, BBC 
WAC R34/275h. Tom Harrisson, The Observer, 5 Oct. 1942. 
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witness commentary by Charles Gardner of a dogfight over the 
Straits of Dover, the climax of which was his loud exultation as a 
Junkers 87 crashed into the sea. Although in this case public reac-
tion was largely favourable ( due to the sheer novelty of the broad-
cast as well as its exciting conte~t), subsequent performances were 
generally discouraged. In January 1943 BBC Governor Violet 
Bonham Carter protested at the use in news bulletins of slang 
phrases such as 'this was not a bad haul' and 'a good kill' to 
describe enemy casualties; Director-General Sir Cecil Graves con-
curred, adding his own objection to the phrase 'German tanks 
were knocked out.'42 As Allied bombing raids on Germany inten-
sified over the summer of 1943, news bulletins were rigorously 
policed, with, for instance, the phrases 'good fires' and 'well 
bombed' specifically prohibited. In November 1943, sensitive to 
persistent accusations that the BBC was encouraging listeners to 
gloat over the raids on Hamburg, BBC Editor-in-Chief William 
Haley advised that bulletins play down as far as possible the Allied 
bombing of Berlin. 43 

But it was in talks rather than news that the problem of tone 
caused most controversy. Traditionally, BBC talks were authori-
tative in manner, reasoned in tone, and measured in cadence. 
The most popular Talks speaker on the early wartime BBC,J. B. 
Priestley, might conjure vivid images of 'thin-lipped and cold-eyed 
Nazi staff officers', 'half-crazy German youths', and Nazism itself 
as 'the most violent expression of the despair of the modern 
world', but his mellow Yorkshire tones softened the force of his 
words. Winston Churchill was more aggressive in manner and 
more flamboyant in language (the Nazi Party a 'seething mass of 
criminality and corruption', Hitler a 'monster of wickedness ... 
[a] bloodthirsty guttersnipe'), with a way of pronouncing the word 
'Nazis', emphasizing a long 'a' and rasping 'z', that conveyed a 
unique sense of both relish and disdain,44 but much of his popu-
larity lay in his very exceptionalism. When Churchill's first 

42 Lady Violet Bonham Carter to Sir Cecil Graves, BBC joint Director-General, 15 
Jan. 194g; Graves to Patrick Ryan, Controller of News, 18Jan. 1943, BBC WAC R34/286 
('I think this should either be "destroyed" or "put out of action'"). 

43 CN to SNE, 24June 194g; Assistant CN to Editor, Home News Bulletins, 30 Nov. 
1943, BBC WAC R28/88/ 3. 

44 Churchill broadcasts 12 Nov. 1939 and 22June 1941. Contemporary pronunciation 
of the word 'Nazi' varied, with the 'z' pronounced both hard ('Natzies') and soft ('Narzies'). 
Punning on the words 'Nazi' and 'nasty' was of course common throughout the war. 
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Minister of Information, Duff Cooper, tried something similar in 
a highly charged broadcast talk about the iniquities of Italian 
policy it split opinion, with MOI Home Intelligence reporting 
widespread approval among working-class listeners, but some 
Mass-Observation respondents describing Cooper as a 'lout'.45 

The most successful exponents of this more aggressive style of 
broadcasting were two American commentators, Dorothy 
Thompson and Quentin Reynolds, who made a number of 
broadcasts on both the BBC domestic and overseas services prais-
ing British resolve and attacking German perfidy. Reynolds, in 
particular, made a speciality of personal invective, above all, in 
two celebrated broadcasts of mid-1941, 'Are you listening, Dr 
Goebbels?' and 'Dear Mr Schicklgruber'. The directness of 
approach, the defiance of the message, and the contemptuous ref-
erences to the Nazi leadership (Goebbels: 'your little Gabby man'; 
Goering: 'Slap Happy Herman'; and Hitler himself: 'Do you 
think for a moment that a man bearing the name of Winston 
Churchill will ever bend his knee to anyone named Schickl-
gruber?'), so very different from the typical BBC product, caused 
a public sensation.46 

Yet this style did not easily translate to other speakers. Three 
weeks after Reynolds's 'letter' to Dr Goebbels, William Connor, 
the columnist 'Cassandra' of the Dai!); Mirror, made a broadcast 
attack on the author P. G. Wodehouse and his recent broadcasts 
on German radio. His talk, made at the personal invitation of Duff 
Cooper, and broadcast twice, on the BBC's Home and North 
American services, over the night of 15/I6 July 1941, copied 
Reynolds in both style and tone: addressing Wodehouse directly, 
tearing into his past, his career, and his alleged collaboration with 
the enemy while under house arrest in Berlin. Wodehouse was an 
'elderly playboy', carefully 'groomed for stardom' by Dr Goebbels, 

45 Calder, Myth !/[the Blit;:., 12s; Tom Harrisson, Mass-Observation Archive, University 
of Sussex (hereafter M-0 A), File Report (FR) 122, 'Duff Cooper's broadcast', 18 May 1940. 

46 For full transcripts ofReynolds's broadcasts, see The Listener, 3July 1941, 10-n ('Are 
you listening, Dr Goebbels?') and 14 Aug. 1941, 227, 233 ('Dear Mr Schicklgruber'). Claims 
that Hitler's original surname was Scbicklgruber were widespread in wartime Britain, and 
were used as a commonplace method of undercutting his demagogic persona. See e.g. 
Wyndham Lewis, The Hitler Cult (London, 1939), 76: 'It is generally conceded that with 
such a name as Scbicklgruber Hitler would have been no trouble to anyone'; or Wickham 
Steed, That Bad Man: A Tale far the Toung ef All Ages (London, 1942), z--3: 'If he had been 
called Schicklgruber you might never have heard of him because it isn't so easy ... to 
shout Hail, Schicklgruber.' 
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pawning his honour 'for the price of a soft bed in a luxury hotel', 
and wilfully blind to the misery of the Blitz back home (Connor 
invoking the recent blitz on Dulwich, the London suburb where 
Wodehouse-or 'Mr Pelham Grenville Wodehouse', as Connor 
addressed him-had gone to school).47 Unlike Reynolds's script, 
however, Connor's had caused consternation within the BBC 
senior management. Director of Talks George Barnes argued with 
MOI officials before the broadcast that such a talk was 'right out 
of key with anything that the BBC had done before', and that while 
such a broadcast would probably 'make the gallery shriek with 
pleasure', it would 'arouse distrust of the BBC as a medium for 
truth and fair comment, particularly among the professional 
classes'.48 When Frederick Ogilvie and Sir Stephen Tallents, 
respectively the BBC's Director-General and Controller (Overseas), 
themselves read Connor's script prior to broadcast they took the 
unprecedented step of refusing to sanction it unless formally 
ordered to do so by the Minister, on the grounds that it was not 
only unsuitable but also actionable.49 The order was duly sent and 
the broadcast went out on both services. It met with an immediate 
barrage of complaint. Newspaper editorials condemned it, an MP 
on the floor of the House of Commons described it at 'filthy', and 
a deluge of listeners' protests hit the BBC (166 letters, phone calls, 
and telegrams, of which 133 were critical).50 Barnes's prediction 
about the probable outrage of the professional classes was almost 
exactly borne out, with complainants including a Fellow of the 
Royal Society, the President of the Library Association, and the 
Principal of Bedford College for Women. 

P. G. Wodehouse was, of course, neither a Nazi nor a fifth 
columnist, but a hugely successful expatriate comic novelist, who 
had done more than almost any other writer to popularize an 
international stereotype of the British upper classes as affable and 

4-7 The BBC Written Archive Centre has a transcript of Connor's broadcast. See BBC 
WAC File Rg4,I 271. Briggs, War ef Words, surprisingly makes no mention of this episode. 
Biographers of Wodehouse have covered it in some depth: for a particularly trenchant 
defence of his actions, see Iain Sproat, Wodehouse at War (London, 1981). 

48 George Barnes, Director of Talks (DT), memorandum, 12July 1941, BBC WAC 
R34/271. 

49 See Frederick Ogilvie, BBC Director-General (DG) to CH and CO, 15July 1941, 
BBC WAC R34/271. 

50 See filed press cuttings and BBC memorandum 'Cassandra on P. G. Wodehouse: 
Final Report', 24July 1941, BBC WAC R34/271; also interjection by Captain Cobb, MP, 
Hansard (House of Commons, Fifth Series), vol. 373, no. 85, 580, 16 July 1941. 
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unworldly eccentrics. Such a sustained personal attack on him was 
widely considered to be an unacceptable extension of propaganda 
tactics normally reserved for high-ranking Nazis. The BBC's 
unusually forthright defence of its own position indicates its belief 
that in this propaganda exercise the MOI had gone too far. The 
Corporation issued an official statement the day after the broad-
cast confirming that it had gone out 'under the direction of the 
MOI',51 followed by a tense meeting between the Minister and 
the BBC Board of Governors, after which the Chairman of the 
BBC, Sir Allan Powell, made the unprecedented threat that he 
would write to The Times to explain the BBC's position if the 
Ministry did not publicly acknowledge its part in the broadcast. 
Duff Cooper finally made a statement to the press that assumed 
all responsibility for the broadcast; it was one of his last acts as 
Minister oflnformation. The BBC Registry was instructed to keep 
duplicate files of all correspondence relating to the broadcast in a 
fire-proof location until after the war in case Wodehouse decided 
to sue for slander.52 

Press and listener responses to the broadcast underline the 
BBC's concerns. An editorial in the News Chronide called the broad-
cast 'one of the most vulgar pieces of propaganda ever heard in 
the English language', indeed, one that 'shamed the BBC'. Letters 
to The Times condemned the broadcast for aping the manner of 
Quentin Reynolds. Listeners writing in to the BBC accused the 
broadcast of 'senseless and vulgar vituperation' and 'deplorable 
bad taste'; of being a 'cheap and vulgar imitation of Mr Quentin 
Reynolds', and, repeatedly, of being 'not English', 'quite un-
British', 'a disgrace to every British ideal of justice, decency and 
levelheadedness'. A personal letter from the writer Dorothy L. 
Sayers to Sir Stephen Tallents sums up the criticism: 'I have never 
heard anything like this from the BBC before; I hope I never shall 
again. It was as ug!J a thing as ever was made in Germa~.'53 There were 
dissenters: the Irish writer Sean O'Casey, for instance, in a letter 
to the Dai!J Telegraph, considered it retributive justice on those who 

51 DG to Sir Cecil Graves, Deputy Director-General (DDG), 16July 1941, BBC WAC 
R34/271. 

52 See DS to Jardine Brown (DAB), 17July; DS to DDG 21July, Miss Fuller to Registry 
Supervisor, 3 Sept. 1946, R34/271. 

53 Confidential memorandum, 'Cassandra's broadcast on P. G. Wodehouse', 13 Aug. 
1941, Appendices Kand L; Dorothy L. Sayers to Sir Stephen Tallents (my italics), 15July 
1941, BBC WAC R34/271. 
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in the inter-war years had banishedJarnesJoyce while honouring 
Wodehouse ('English literature's performing flea'), and Hannen 
Swaffer, writing in the Dai!J Herald, saw in it the lesson that if the 
MOI had a free hand over propaganda, at least 'something might 
happen'. In fact, despite the deluge of written complaints, a BBC 
Listener Research report conducted after the broadcast concluded 
that the 'predominant attitude of listeners ... was one of approval, 
indeed enthusiastic approval was more frequently met with than 
criticism'.54 But a broadcast that so inflamed the wrath of a vocal 
minority could not be considered successful as propaganda. A 
comment from the Star put it best: 'Pity the poor BBC. When it is 
dignified it is denounced as anaemic. When it tries to be lively it is 
accused of vulgarity.'55 

The intractability-and unpredictability-of tone is perhaps 
evident above all in an another example from the Variety 
Department, this time over a popular song, Noel Coward's 
inflammatory Vansittartist anthem 'Don't Let's Be Beastly to the 
Germans', which debuted on the BBC two years almost to the 
day after Connor's broadcast. By 1943 the BBC was rather tired 
of the good/bad Germans debate, and tired, too, of the continued 
attacks both from those who suggested they were too sympathetic 
to the German people and those who implied they were not sym-
pathetic enough. They were therefore less than thrilled at the 
prospect of allowing the broadcast by Coward of a song that was 
not only specifically designed as a rebuke to the 'Peace Aims' 
lobby, but, since the lyrics were entirely sarcastic, was likely also 
to offend less perceptive Vansittartists. Since banning anything by 
Noel Coward would be bound to cause huge publicity (not least 
from Coward himself), BBC senior management in this case pri-
vately voiced the hope that the MOI would step in to ban it on 
their own authority; unfortunately, as a BBC internal memoran-
dum mordantly noted, Coward had already given a private per-
formance of the song to Churchill himself, who had 
'appreciatively joined in the chorus'.56 In the event, the BBC's 
fears proved groundless. The broadcast went ahead with some 
publicity, but there was, in the event, little controversy. However, 
the popular photo-magazine Picture Post, which ran an illustrated 

54 Dai{y Telegraph, 18July 1941; Dai{y Herald, 17July 1941; BBC LR/3n, BBC WAC, 
R34/271. 55 Star, 19July 1941. 

56 Programme Organizer to DPP, 19July 1943, BBC WAC R19/941/3. 
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feature on the broadcast, pointed out that Coward commenced 
singing on the BBC Forces Programme just as J. B. Priestley on 
the Home Service was winding up a talk about the SS training 
school at Bad Tolz, in which he offered the thought that the 
German people must also be considered victims of the SS: as the 
magazine noted, 'Is this the BBC's way of "giving both sides"?'57 

Was the BBC right in its flight from satirical anti-German prop-
aganda? Certainly after the first few months of war policymakers 
and programme-makers alike turned violently against comedic or 
satiric references to the Nazis on the BBC, deeming them inap-
propriate, demeaning, and tending to minimize the danger the 
Nazis posed. The priority instead was to harden up language, and 
to emphasize in the simplest and most direct means possible the 
dangers of the Nazi threat, therefore focusing on talks and fea-
tures. Comedy references to the Nazi threat were mistrusted or 
taken as evidence of weak, rather than strong, morale. Sarcasm 
was widely felt to be more demeaning to the speaker than his 
subject: it was underhand, not straight dealing, un-British. 

Outside the walls of the BBC, however, comedy about the 
Nazis persisted as a basic feature of wartime popular culture. 
Popular songs of the war included 'What a Nice Lot of Nazis they 
Are', 'A Very Little Nazi', 'Nasty Uncle Adolf, and even 'Hitler's 
Lambeth Walk'. WilliamJoyce, whose malign influence on ordi-
nary British morale was so feared within government, appeared in 
cartoons as a talking jackass, had the condition of his adenoids 
questioned by a correspondent to Picture Post, and was the 'star' 
of Lord Haw Haw, the Humbug ef Hamburg, a West End revue star-
ring Max Miller. Cartoon Nazi leaders appeared on playing 
cards, on dartboards, and at the bottom of ashtrays, in advertise-
ments for headache cures, or without their trousers in children's 
comics. 58 A book version of the BBC's Adolf in Blunder/,and sold out 
four editions in the three months after its publication in December 
1939. Even the MOI eventually picked up on the idea that making 
fun of the Nazis might have propaganda value, replacing their 
scaremongering (and deeply unpopular) anti-careless talk poster 
campaign '.Join the Silent Column' with Fougasse's 'Careless Talk 
Costs Lives' campaign: tiny comic cartoon Hitlers and Goerings 

57 Picture Post, 7 Aug. 1943. 
58 For a wide range of Second World War ephemera, see Gifford, Run, Adolf, Run, and 

Robert Opie, The Wartime Scrapbook (London, 1995), 4-5. 
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eavesdropping on people in phone boxes, on buses, from under 
tables, and behind sofas. 59 A double-page spread in Picture Post 
reproduced a sequence of stills from a German newsreel to mock 
Hitler's 'ridiculous' celebration (complete with arm-waving and 
private jig) on hearing of the French surrender.60 Nowhere is this 
impulse to comedic anti-Nazi propaganda more evident than in 
the wartime British film industry. Despite the critical acclaim 
heaped on such thoughtful explorations of Anglo-German rela-
tions as Powell and Pressburger's The Life and Death efColonel Blimp 
(1943), or such Gothic treatments of Nazi brutality as Cavalcanti's 
Went the Dqy Wel/?(1943), the most successful morale-boosting anti-
Nazi film propaganda in Britain drew directly on popular comedy 
tradition: George Formby in Let George Do It (1940) as a ukulele-
wielding accidental spy inadvertently cracking a Nazi code and 
fantasizing (in a full-blown dream sequence) of punching Hitler 
on the nose in the middle of a Nazi rally, or Will Hay in The Goose 
Steps Out (1942) instructing a class of trainee Nazi spies how to 
make a 'traditional English sign of respect' (in fact, the insult of a 
reverse V-sign) to their classroom portrait of Hitler.61 And it 
remains the case that the most common popular epithet for the 
German enemy during the war was neither 'Nazi' nor 'Hun' but 
the far less emotionally loaded '.Jerry'. 

One might argue that some light relief from the horrors of war 
was a psychological necessity: certainly, with German propa-
ganda, as everyone knew, aggressive, heavy-handed, and based 
on fear, there was an important role for British propaganda that 
played on irreverence, humour, and popular appeal. But the 
BBC's decision to discourage this kind of propaganda, whether or 
not this was indeed the best use of the medium, represented a con-
scious demarcation of the cultural boundaries of the times. The 

59 McLaine, Ministry ef Morale, 81-4. See also John D. Cantwell, Images ef War: British 
Posters 1939-45 (London, 1989). Fougasse's cartoon Hiders were so popular that they 
migrated to other MOI poster campaigns, most strikingly the food economy campaign 
'Waste the Food and Help the Hun'. 

60 Picture Post, 18Jan. 1941. 
61 Richard Falcon, 'Images of Germany and Germans in British Film and Television 

Fictions: A Brief Chronological Overview', in Husemann (ed.), As Others See Us, 7-28, at 10-
17; Anthony Aldgate andJeffrey Richards, Britain Can Take IL- The British Cinema in the Second 
World War (2nd edn. Edinburgh, 1994), eh. 4, passim. See, too, M-0 A, FR/ 435, 'Let 
George Do It', Sept. 1940. Interestingly, Formby's dream punch receives the cheering 
approval of the surrounding stormtroopers, while Hay's class of young Nazis turns out to 
be a group of partisans in disguise. 
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role of the BBC was not, broadcasters believed, to split opinion, 
nor to force a division between the elite and the 'gallery'. 

Tellingly, while broadcasters spent much of the war trying to 
teach the MOI (and other government departments) what prop-
aganda was most suitable for what kinds of broadcast, it was ulti-
mately the listeners themselves (as evidenced in the BBC's own 
extensive wartime listener research) who set the boundaries. BBC 
Listener Research made it clear that BBC news reports were gen-
erally considered no place for sarcasm or sardonic tone, but that 
Variety references to Nazis (if funny) were widely appreciated. 
However, the kind of universal appeal achieved by shows such as 
ITMA (which worked above all because it had something for 
everyone: clever word play, absurd situations, topical jokes, funny 
voices, and slapstick) was hard to replicate, in Variety or else-
where. Talks, in particular, were a much more difficult propa-
ganda challenge, highly likely to split listener opinion, very often 
on class lines. British listeners appear to have liked Churchill, 
Americans, or comedians to be rude about the Germans, but 
beyond that-as William Connor's Wodehouse broadcast demon-
strated-it depended on the talk, the speaker, and the listener. 

The most successful propaganda corresponds most closely to 
the preconceptions, prejudices, and/ or expectations of its audi-
ence; but this correspondence needs to be measured in terms of 
both the propaganda message itself and its medium of communi-
cation. The British press, cinema, popular music establishment, 
and popular publishing industry had their own methods of 
engagement with their audiences and negotiated their audience 
expectations accordingly. The BBC had its own highly specific 
relationship with its audience, and while listeners regularly com-
plained about the BBC's staidness and conservatism, this very 
conservatism of approach was fundamental to their respect for the 
BBC as an institution. Ultimately, the BBC's wartime projection 
of the Nazi/German enemy succeeded because it broadly met its 
listeners' expectations. It was in general reasonably balanced, 
unsensational, and informative about the Nazi regime and the 
responsibility of the German people for that regime. It avoided 
the kinds of prurience and sensationalism that were acceptable for 
popular newspapers or the publishing market, recognizing their 
unsuitability for a home and family listening environment. 
Occasional 'lapses of taste' might alienate some and enthuse 
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others, but, kept within bounds, served to add variety while not 
upsetting expectations. The BBC's acknowledged success as a 
propaganda medium during the Second World War ultimately 
rested on the ways in which it was able to provide what British 
listeners expected of their BBC in wartime, and the broadcast 
construction of the enemy was no exception. 




