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Introduction— Cordial Cold War 1

The Cold War was cold only in its name. It had a heat 
and also a warmth to it.

Cold warriors weren’t just Cold warriors, they were all 
heated up–hot warriors.

Each one picked their camp at the time.

I picked the side where there was a warmth—a warmth 
of relationships.

—A. Srivastava, Founder of the Lenin Club, 
Madhepura, India1

This volume examines entanglements, in all their varieties, between 
two distant yet interconnected sites of the Cold War—India and the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR). Both nations present us with 
numerous spaces where loyalties were forged, affinities assembled, 
animosities profiteered from and the ‘warmth’ of the Cold War, as 
described in the opening lines, tapped into by local actors. Rather 
than postulating either of the nations as a passive object of interest, 
the playfield or site of representation of the other, the volume delves 
into the reciprocities and everyday lives of cultural engagement. At 
its centre stage are actors, practices and sites of entanglement.

INTRODUCTION— 
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Cultural Entanglement

Anandita Bajpai
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Etymologically rooted in the Latin cor, cordis meaning 
‘heart’, cordiality is commonly understood as the emotional qual-
ity of a relationship being ‘warm’, ‘pleasant’ and ‘friendly’ (Oxford 
English Dictionary). While individual actors may very well per-
ceive the ties that bind them as cordial, ‘cordial ties’ also exist in 
international relations to signal the intentions of friendliness and 
conviviality among states. The concept of cordiality, thus, enables 
us to integrate both formal intentionality and informal lived reality 
during the Cold War years.

The locales of entanglement this volume draws attention to 
are multiple and varied—from ministries where diplomatic agree-
ments were signed to the streets where local solidarity marches 
were staged. Rather than emphasizing the compulsions, constraints 
and coercions of the Cold War as a presumed framework of action, 
Cordial Cold War uncovers the actual spaces of interaction where 
creative energies were galvanized in spite of, and within, the ambits 
of control. The aim is to achieve a fine-grained understanding that 
can help prevent romanticizing trans-societal entanglements as all 
too glamorous. At the same time, the volume abstains from being 
yet another study into surveillance states where entanglements 
can only exist as state propaganda. Instead, we endeavour to grasp 
the complexities of interconnection in their heterogenous and tran-
sitional character. We, thus, make an intervention in the field of 
Cold War studies by pointing to a spectrum of ‘homefronts’ (Major 
and Mitter 2004), sites of everyday practices, where entanglements 
were forged by myriad actors.

In spite of the GDR being officially recognized as a sovereign 
state by India as late as 1972, cordiality, as several chapters in 
the volume demonstrate, was an active and vibrant component of 
relationships among actors from both the countries, already in the 
decades before formal recognition. It is these zones of creativity, 
initiatives, friendships, mutual interest and envisioned solidarities 
(both before and after recognition) and actors’ underlying motiva-
tions and aspirations in materializing the same, that we zoom into.

Recent historiography has made an important intervention 
in emphasizing that as a war of competing ideological affinities, the 
Cold War was all about ‘winning hearts and minds’ (Osgood 2002; 
Risso 2013, 147). The term ‘cultural Cold War’ is often used to 
denote a wide spectrum of sites and practices that utilized cultural 
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diplomacy as a tool for generating both affinities and animosities.2 
Whereas this is a welcome shift, the term often inadvertently rei-
fies the assumption that cultural activity necessarily occurs only 
within neat spatial borders encapsulated by nations. It is this 
almost unquestioned overlap between nation-states and the sphere 
of cultural production, often treated as ‘national’ cultures, that has 
triggered our scrutiny and which we call for being problematized.

By shifting the focus to practices, the chapters in the volume 
tune in with developments in new cultural history to reflexively 
enquire into both the understanding and scope of cultural produc-
tion (Biersack and Hunt 1989; Burke 2004; Calaresu, Rubies, and 
de Vivo 2010). We understand cultural production as constitutive 
of a wide spectrum of practices ranging from Kulturpolitik (Fuchs 
2007, Klein 2009) and cultural diplomacy, as exercises driven by 
governmental policy, to the eclectic field of everyday localized prac-
tices commonly dubbed as ‘popular culture’. Exploring the Cold War 
from the vantage point of diverse Indian and East German actors 
and sites can provide for an alternative reading of the entangled 
Cold War. The chapters show how Cold War realities provided 
local actors with alternative reference points beyond the binaries 
of colonial-colonized, imperial- subaltern, superpower-satellite, 
from which to identify and engage with each other. Rather than 
viewing interlocutors primarily through the lens of ministerial 
documents in state archives, we call attention to their active every-
day involvement in crafting entanglements. A deeper look into the 
micro-histories of these exchanges expands the range of actors and 
their respective sites, which were on the frontline of these engage-
ments. These were individuals who did not just inhabit diplomatic 
circles but also actively generated sites of cultural production as 
diverse as local radio listening communities, theatre circuits, film 
and documentary making, travelogue writing, geography and art. 
The chapters are, thus, in tune with Major and Mitter’s (2004, 2) 
call for a de-centring of Cold War histories ‘away from government 
and diplomacy, towards [the inclusion of] society and culture as 
autonomous spheres of historical interest….’

In his research on the longue durée of intellectual entangle-
ments between Germany and India, Kris Manjapra (2014, 6) asks 
for an emphasis on how actors design ‘…trans-societal interactions 
and linkages to satisfy their own specific local political interests?’3 
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It is this spirit that informs the entanglements described in the 
chapters of this volume. How did Indian and East German actors 
tap into the potential of exchanges for interests which were at once 
both trans-societal and local? Even when funded by states, entan-
glements often acquired their own local textures and trajectories 
which were not always predictable or controllable by governments. 
Entanglements in the field of cultural production, thus, not only 
point to the celebratory state-directed ‘festivals’ of friendship 
(Hariharan, this volume), where the repertoire of anti-imperialism, 
anti-fascism and anti-colonialism ran deep into the logic of photo-
graphed formal events, but they also take readers to those pockets 
of performance where actors mobilized these opportunities towards 
highly localized agendas of forging alternate public spheres or devis-
ing successful strategies for winning individual recognition (Dutt, 
Bajpai, this volume). Such spaces open creative avenues to engage 
with the combinable energies of high politics from above and the 
everyday efforts from below. They help unpack how interlocutors can 
internalize both the rhetoric of states and yet maintain their own 
authoritative agency, therein forging the political in the everyday.

The volume engages with four intersecting debates. First, 
it emphasizes the significance of translocality as a lens to explore 
how local actors and their practices contributed in the making of 
the Cold War as a moment of historical entanglement. Second, 
it calls for a focus on cultural production, therein going beyond 
diplomatic and international histories, which primarily rely on 
state archives. In doing so, the chapters demonstrate the surplus 
of engaging with sources from other kinds of archives, private col-
lections and oral history. Third, the volume makes an intervention 
in historiography on the GDR by shifting the gaze to sites outside 
the socialist world. At the same time, it opens a new chapter in 
writing histories of India–GDR entanglements. Fourth, and in a 
related strand, it contributes to Cold War studies by diverting our 
attention away from the two power blocs. What can we learn from 
exploring histories of a ‘non-aligned’ Cold War?

TRANSLOCAL CULTURAL ENTANGLEMENTS
As mentioned, all chapters in the volume foreground actors, prac-
tices and sites of entanglement. Translocality as a descriptive tool 
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offers tremendous heuristic potential to explore the histories of such 
entanglement (Bromber 2013; Freitag and van Oppen 2010). In 
Modernity at Large, Arjun Appadurai (1996) first suggested trans-
locality as an instructive term to describe de-territorialized sites of 
mobility, connectedness and exchange resulting from transitions 
in a globalizing world. Translocality offers a creative perspective 
for exploring processes of local place-making, whereby the local is 
not presupposed to be a normative spatial container. It also avoids 
postulating ‘a historical meta-narrative of “global” developments’ 
(Freitag and van Oppen 2010, 2). It differs from transnationalism 
where nation-states are the solitary unit of reference (Stephan-
Emmrich and Schröder 2018). Locality here is viewed more as 
relational rather than territorially bounded. By foregrounding 
actors and sites of entanglement, a translocal perspective enables 
a move beyond the assumption that presumed structural containers 
precondition human action. Instead, it allows us to see how these 
containers are actively and relationally produced. It can, thus, con-
tribute to uncovering how nations, or blocs, are, in fact, produced 
and stabilized via everyday practices of local actors. In a similar 
vein to translocality, Entangled History calls for surpassing the 
rigidity of nationalist historiographies, which reduce trans-societal 
interconnectedness solely to the analytical container of the nation-
state (Conrad and Randeria 2002; Manjapra 2014; Randeria 2002, 
2006). Actors from the ‘South’ are often presented in Cold War 
histories as passive receivers and ‘satellites’ of bloc politics with 
its Euro-American epicentres. Shifting the focus away from pre-
sumed structural forces, all contributions in the volume show how 
local actors were at the centre stage of the entangled Cold War. 
We contend that translocality can be a helpful lens, a toolkit for 
exploring the history of India–GDR entanglements as it emphasizes 
the agency of local actors. Once we have done away with categories 
like ‘the Eastern bloc’, ‘superpower’ or ‘the postcolony’, one quickly 
realizes that local interlocutors in India were anything but silent. 
Just as their counterparts from across the subcontinent in the GDR, 
they were active, mutual co-shapers of the sites of Cold War and 
an authoritative voice in styling entanglements.

Recent Cold War scholarship also demonstrates that not all 
trans-societal engagements have operated from within the logic of 
national borders (Classen 2013; Hochscherf, Laucht, and Plowman 
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2010; Major and Mitter 2004; Vowinckel, Payk and Lindenberger 
2012; Poiger 2000; Romijn et al. 2012a; Vowinckel 2012). During 
the Cold War, people, goods and especially ideas crossed all kinds 
of boundaries. Mass media (particularly radio shortwaves and tel-
evision) and technological innovations often transgressed the ‘Iron 
Curtain’ (Badenoch 2013; Beutelschmidt and Oehmig 2014; Boel 
2019; Bösch 2018; Bösch and Classen 2018; Dittmar 2010; Henrich-
Franke 2013; Kind-Kovács 2013; Kuschel 2016; Major 2013; Oliver 
2019; Vowinckel 2019). The term is itself problematic as a descrip-
tive or analytical category, given it belongs to a particularistic 
vocabulary that was politically instructed and used during the Cold 
War to describe the socialist countries. There is ample evidence that 
East–West binaries were not as static, exclusive and unchanging as 
they are often made out to be and that the rigidity of the so-called 
‘Iron Curtain’ was often disrupted by actors collaborating across the 
geopolitical divides of a Cold War torn world (Hixson 1998; Major 
and Mitter 2004; Romijn et al. 2012a). Heuristically, translocality 
enables us to deconstruct this rigidity. In a way, it equips us with 
a conceptual tool to dig a tunnel beneath the ‘Iron Curtain’.

A translocal focus on actors, sites and everyday practices 
also alerts us to voices of opposition and complexities within 
territorial borders, which are often silenced or subsumed under 
homogenizing statist discourses. Thus, for example, Bishnupriya 
Dutt’s contribution shows how theatre became a site for locally 
staging anti-American solidarity with Vietnam (in places as distant 
as Calcutta and Rostock) at a time when the Indian dramaturge in 
question was heavily opposed to the Indian state and even prohib-
ited from travelling to the GDR (Dutt, this volume). A translocal 
perspective consciously prioritizes local effects of entanglement and 
helps ‘transcend the elitist focus of much of global history’ therein 
contributing to ‘a social history from below’ (Freitag and van Oppen 
2010, 5). State-orchestrated cultural exchanges, for instance, came 
to acquire their own everyday lives in very localized contexts. Here, 
neither the framework of the nation-state, or more precisely the 
surveillance-state, nor that of the local as a self-contained unit 
suffices to grasp the realities on the ground. Thus, as shown in 
the chapter on Radio Berlin International (RBI) and its listeners’ 
clubs in India, more than becoming an organ of the radio sta-
tion, Hindi-speaking listeners across rural and semi-urban India 
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creatively utilized their engagement with the station’s presenters 
both as a means to locally generate a feeling of belonging to a wider 
cosmopolitan world and as a resource for the localized production 
of difference and distinction (Bajpai, this volume). Translocality 
also offers a vantage point to study entanglements as materially 
mediated (Stephan-Emmrich and Schröder 2018). Thus, as almost 
all contributions in this volume demonstrate, mobile and immobile 
material objects—such as maps, photographs, film rolls, technolo-
gies, sculptures or paintings, souvenirs/gifts and travelogues—all 
enabled unique local trajectories of entanglements.

A translocal perspective reveals, nations are, in fact, a 
product of localized processes of space-making. ‘India’, for instance, 
was actively produced and maintained for the local consumption of 
GDR actors through a variety of media such as travel literature, 
newsreels, documentaries and cartography. Thus, instead of taking 
the category of the nation for granted, our focus on translocal entan-
glements can help to unpack symbolic processes of nation-making. 
Actors such as travelogue writers, cartographers, and film and 
documentary makers rendered ‘India’ a visible entity for people 
in the GDR (Gokhale, Bernhardt, Haque, this volume). Localized 
entanglements informed and helped materialize imaginations. Such 
practices of translocal nation-making (of ‘India’ in the ‘GDR’ and 
vice versa) inadvertently contributed towards sharpening the self-
image of one’s own nation. A translocal perspective, thus, enables a 
reflexive engagement with the practices and processes that render 
entities such as the nation real.

EXPANDING THE COLD WAR ARCHIVE
Prioritizing practices of cultural production, the chapters of 
the volume expand the archival base of Cold War research. 
Historiography on both the Cold War, which has only recently wit-
nessed the rise of a ‘new wave’ (Major and Mitter 2004; Mikkonen 
and Koivunen 2015; Mikkonen and Suutari 2016), and India–GDR 
entanglements has been dominated by a focus on international/
diplomatic history. This propensity towards diplomatic histories 
can be explained in view of the recent availability of hitherto inac-
cessible sources from the former GDR state archives (or those of 
other socialist countries). Such histories primarily rely on official 
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narratives in state records which are housed in foreign office and 
federal archives.4 While such contributions have been a necessary 
first step in documenting interstate relations, they also call for 
further research based on other sources beyond the foreign ministry 
holdings of both Indian and German state archives, particularly 
so for everyday entanglements in the expansive field of cultural 
production.

As we illustrate, exchanges which may loosely be cat-
egorized as ‘cultural’ were charged with the vibrancy of everyday 
affairs, the details of which were not necessarily documented in 
ministerial reports. Thus, the micro-histories of collaborations, 
such as those between GDR and Indian theatre directors (Abnave, 
this volume) only appear as brief interludes of ‘interstate cultural 
relations’ in official records. Here, they are signposted as ‘Indo-
GDR Cultural Agreements’ (Kulturabkommen) and then often 
neatly categorized into archival sub-holdings under ‘cultural poli-
tics’ (Kulturpolitik) and ‘cultural relations with foreign countries’ 
(kulturelle Beziehungen mit dem Ausland),5 which does not reveal 
much about the intersectional potential of politics and culture. 
The chapters gathered in Cordial Cold War question, unpack and 
reshuffle such archival architectures, which often separate ‘political 
relations’ and ‘cultural relations’ as distinct statist categories.6 The 
micro-histories covered by the contributions elucidate how ‘culture’ 
was a matter of politics proper and certainly not limited to state 
control, how Cold War campaigning and competition permeated 
the public sphere on an everyday basis and how popular culture 
became an instrument of staging solidarity, crafting cordialities or 
performing political protest (Bajpai, Dev, Dutt, this volume).

The chapters engage with various archives, private collec-
tions and oral testimonies, therein expanding the source base of 
Cold War research. Such sources can become a productive means to 
go beyond state archives and event histories. We, thus, bring read-
ers to hitherto untapped sources in media and broadcasting service 
archives (Deutsches Rundfunkarchiv, Potsdam), film archives 
(Kinemathek and Progress Archives, Berlin), theatre archives 
(Utpal Dutt Foundation Archives, Kolkata), scientific collections 
(Collections at the Leibniz-Institute for Research on Society and 
Space, Erkner) as well as private collections and oral testimonies. 
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Additionally, the contributions actively engage with audio-visual 
material (films, newsreels), maps, sound recordings, photographs 
and objects, each of which makes its own unique contribution in 
expanding interdisciplinary endeavours to uncover and understand 
entanglements.

GDR BEYOND THE GDR
Thirty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the ensuing 
Unification Treaty of 1990 and Wende (literally meaning the turn 
or turnaround), a term often used to describe the period of change 
in East Germany after 1989–90, the GDR continues to occupy a 
contested space in history and public memory alike (Saunders 
2018). For citizens of the now ‘former GDR’, reunification came 
with a drastic transformation of political and economic structures, 
a new currency and even the renaming of several cities and streets. 
Triggering off debates on official and popular memory, and ‘a strug-
gle over symbols’ (Koshar 2000, 3), reunification was accompanied 
by the simultaneous making of authoritative discourses on how the 
GDR was to be remembered and how this memory was to be institu-
tionalized for future generations. In lingering popular images, the 
GDR has largely come to be depicted in extreme dichotomies, which 
either celebrate collectivity and social security enjoyed by citizens of 
the country or unequivocally dismiss it as a society under a repres-
sive surveillance state (Jampol 2012; Saunders 2018). These polar-
izing discourses are usually not made to dialogue with each other 
(Saunders 2018). Enduring narratives continue to employ adjec-
tives such as Unrechtsstaat (unjust state), Diktatur (dictatorship), 
totalitärer/autoritärer Staat (totalitarian/authoritarian state) and 
comparisons also abound with the National Socialist regime of Nazi 
Germany (Jampol 2012; Saunders 2018). A consequence of these 
ongoing memory struggles has been that more often than not the 
everyday lives of GDR citizens are depicted on the dichotomous grid 
of West versus East, of liberal democracy versus totalitarianism, 
of the practitioners of freedom versus the victims of dictatorship.

The Enquete Commissions of 1992 (Enquete-Kommission 
Aufarbeitung von Geschichte und Folgen der SED-Diktatur) and 
1995 (Enquete-Kommission Überwindung der Folgen der SED-
Diktatur im Prozeß der deutschen Einheit) set guidelines for cultural 
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institutions on how the GDR was to be officially remembered, 
also bearing consequences for future federal funding of memory-
related research projects. The Bundesstiftung zur Aufarbeitung 
der SED-Diktatur (Federal Foundation for the Reappraisal of the 
Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands [SED] Dictatorship), 
which funds exhibitions, research, events on the GDR, was a direct 
result of the same. An expert commission headed by historian 
Martin Sabrow (commonly called the Sabrow Commission) was 
appointed under the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD; 
Social Democratic Party of Germany)–Green coalition government 
(1998–2005) in order to make recommendations for coordinating 
and networking the several institutes dealing with memory pro-
duction on the GDR in a decentralized body (Geschichtsverbund). 
The Commission’s report (2006) pointed to the need for pluralizing 
perspectives on the everyday workings of the state in the GDR, a 
greater emphasis on citizens’ everyday life (Alltag) and how conform-
ity and resistance both informed citizens’ self-perceptions (Jampol 
2012, 211; Jones 2015, 200; Sabrow et al. 2007; Saunders 2018, 11). 
Initially, such attempts at overcoming dichotomizing narratives on 
the GDR were criticized by several voices in the Federal Republic. 
While some of the critical voices saw the report as too lenient 
towards state violence and oppression, others saw the recommenda-
tions of the commission as a means to promulgate state-mandated 
Ostalgie (nostalgia for the East).7 These tendencies are a clear result 
of particular political contexts, which have played an important role 
in the making of both institutionalized and popular memory.

Scholarship has only recently begun to add new perspectives 
to the historiography of the GDR, with works focusing on mate-
rial legacy, (Jampol 2004, 203), memorialization and monuments 
(Saunders 2018), memory (Sabrow 2009; Saunders and Pinfold 
2013), consumption (Crew 2003; Kaminsky 2001; Merkel 1998, 
1999; Merkel and Mühlberg 1996; Rubin 2009; Vari 2014; Zatlin 
2007), Ostalgie and the social life of everyday things (Berdahl 1999), 
Alltagsgeschichte (everyday history) and social history of the GDR 
(Bauerkämper 2005; Betts and Pence 2008; Kaelble, Kocka, and 
Zwahr 1994; Mertens 2003).8 Similarly, recent research has com-
plicated the terminological lens through descriptions like ‘welfare 
dictatorship’ (Jarausch 1999; Lindenberger 2008) or ‘participatory 
dictatorship’ (Fullbrook 2005).9
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With regards to the memory of the GDR outside of Germany, 
research has traced GDR’s relations with socialist countries out-
side Central Europe, the ruling party SED’s self-portrayals as an 
active contributor to ‘world socialism’ and its usage of registers 
of ‘world peace and solidarity’ as part of the state’s repertoire of 
self-legitimation (Slobodian 2015). Scholars have engaged with 
entanglements with socialist countries in Africa and Asia such as 
Tanzania (Burton 2019a), Angola, Mozambique (Schenck 2016; Kim 
and Schenck 2018; Schenck 2018, 2019, 2020; Schuch 2013; Van 
der Heyden 2019), Zanzibar (Burton 2019b),10 Vietnam (Grossheim 
2019; Freytag 1998; Schwenkel 2014, 2015, 2016, 2020), North 
Korea (Hong 2008, 2015) and China (Krüger 2002; Tong 2018; 
Wobst 2004), particularly focusing on the themes of migration and 
race in the GDR (Pugach 2015; Slobodian 2015), therein adding 
another chapter in exploring hitherto understudied sites, practices 
and actors of the Cold War. Such research has assisted in discarding 
the one-sided lens of viewing the GDR solely as a society of depriva-
tion and backwardness (Jampol 2012, 205). Entanglements with 
countries outside the socialist ‘bloc’, however, particularly in the 
Global South, have been relatively under-researched.11 Sites and 
actors in India present us with a unique vantage point for exploring 
such Cold War entanglements.

The chapters in the volume also add or rather return, albeit 
with new perspectives, to existing historiography on India–GDR 
entanglements. This strand of research, only beginning to be 
explored primarily by Indologists/South Asianists based at several 
GDR universities, at a time when the country still existed (among 
others see Freitag 1998; Gupta and Weidemann 1980; Heidrich 
1998a, 1998b; Misra 1978, 1986; Oesterheld 1985; Rüstau 1998; 
Weidemann 1989) seems to have come to an abrupt standstill with 
the fall of the Berlin Wall and a reconfiguration of East German 
universities and their respective South Asian Studies and Indology 
departments. In a newly calibrated academic environment, scholars 
of South Asia/India from the GDR have continued to produce rich 
research on a variety of themes in Indian history, politics, culture 
and economy. Nonetheless, research on India took new forms after 
1989–90 at German academic institutes (see Framke, Lötzke, and 
Strauch 2014) and it seems as if the subject of India–GDR entan-
glements truly became a thing of the past, metaphorically buried 
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beneath the debris of the Wall. Within Indian academic institu-
tions (as also those in Europe and North America), on the other 
hand, these entangled pasts have continued to figure prominently 
in research coming from several disciplinary fields such as theatre 
studies, film studies, arts and aesthetics and German Studies.12 
This volume is a concerted, interdisciplinary outcome of bringing 
such research, scattered across disciplines, under one conceptual 
roof. It, thus, places scholarship on India–GDR entangled histories 
back on the academic map, albeit in a new perspective.13

Presented in the GDR as a recently independent nation 
(1947), which was ‘capitalistically’ inclined (though with a socialist 
economic planning) and an important actor in world politics, Non-
aligned India provided for numerous localized sites that shared the 
internationalist register of anti-imperialism, anti-fascism, anti-
colonialism, world peace and solidarity. This was particularly so 
in Indian federal states which were a stronghold of the Communist 
Parties (Communist Party of India (CPI), Communist Party of India 
(Marxist) (CPI(M))) and where numerous local actors saw a natural 
affinity towards the Soviet Union and the GDR. Exploring such 
entanglements can widen our gaze to include hitherto unexplored 
sites, objects and oral testimonies, thereby assisting in unpacking 
the nuances of everyday life of local actors in the GDR, which may 
reveal zones of creativity and initiatives as well as friendships and 
mutual interest across the continent, yet not evade the exploration 
of zones of dissent, negotiations, restrictions and even suppression. 
We engage with the histories of these entanglements, especially 
in times of the crisis of the Left in Indian politics (Dutt, Abnave, 
this volume). While being alert of, and attentive to, the constraints 
produced by the Cold War, we aim to accord due attention to cor-
diality as a defining characteristic of entanglements, as envisaged 
by actors.

NON-ALIGNED COLD WAR: HISTORICAL CONTEXTS
As a leading voice in the Bandung Conference of 1955, which called 
for Afro-Asian unity and co-operation, and eventually as one of 
the founding member states of the Non-aligned Movement (NAM), 
the Indian state formally maintained a policy of equidistance and 
neutrality from Cold War bloc politics. This was a means, advocated 
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largely for a newly decolonized world, to avoid becoming satellites 
of either of the two ‘power blocs’. Not only did NAM stand for Afro-
Asian solidarity against imperialism and neocolonialism, its multi-
racial character brought together a ‘coloured solidarity’ (Mišković 
2014, 5). With Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, Egyptian 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser, Yugoslavian President Josip 
Broz Tito, Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah and Indonesian 
President Sukarno as its founding figures, the consortium inadvert-
ently pointed to the hitherto predominant race and racial thinking 
that shaped international institutions, networks, worldviews and 
the ‘complexion of the international system’ (Abraham 2014, 76). 
Formally, it thus served as a resource not only to participate in a 
politics of distance from the superpowers but also as a means of 
transcending the inherently racialized composition and leadership 
of international institutions.

Whereas a larger international environment of bloc poli-
tics and the need to be officially recognized as a sovereign state 
informed the East German state’s activities in the Indian sub-
continent, the NAM became a crucial hallmark of the Indian state’s 
international self-positioning. Though in realpolitik, Indian non-
alignment exhibited an obvious tilt towards the Eastern ‘bloc’, and 
in spite of manifold state-directed exchanges with the GDR, several 
reasons accounted for the absence of the formal recognition of the 
GDR by the Indian state until as late as 1972. Officially, Prime 
Minister Nehru maintained that recognizing the GDR would imply 
negating the possibility of German reunification in the future. This 
in turn would insinuate that the Indian government supported the 
division of Germany (Das Gupta 2012, 307). At the same time, the 
GDR with its SED-led government was often presented in Nehru’s 
rhetoric as a satellite of the Soviet Union. However, it was also 
real financial pressures that were exercised by the successive gov-
ernments of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) that further 
influenced this position. FRG’s Konrad Adenauer led government 
had also embarked on a foreign policy based on the Hallstein doc-
trine (1955–1969), according to which the recognition of the GDR 
and the establishment of diplomatic relations with it by ‘third 
countries’ would be regarded as an ‘unfriendly act’.14 Though not 
announced officially, the consequence of such an ‘unfriendly’ act 
would be the abolition of diplomatic relations with the FRG and 
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the discontinuation of financial assistance, incorporating economic 
sanctions.

In such an internationally charged atmosphere governed 
by Cold War competition, affinities and animosities, the Indian 
state nonetheless profiteered from financial and technical aid 
from all sides of the ‘Iron Curtain’. This can be fathomed from the 
establishment of the several dam projects, steel plants and Indian 
Institutes of Technology (IITs) across the country, with each receiv-
ing funding from the Soviet Union, the USA or FRG. Nehru (1948) 
had publicly declared that ‘[i]t is not a wise policy to put all our 
eggs in one basket’. GDR’s assistance flowed in the shape of relief 
funds, medical aid and tractors (examples being the relief brought 
in the advent of the flood in northern India for the federal states 
of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar in 1954, or economic aid in the form 
of deliveries of sugar during India’s sugar shortage in 1954; Voigt 
2008, 678). Though the GDR played a minimal role in these projects, 
solidarity existed in the vibrant transnational vocabulary of ‘anti-
imperialism’, ‘anti-colonialism’, ‘anti-fascism’ and ‘world peace’. 
This vocabulary, which informed the basis of GDR’s foreign policy 
and international rhetoric provided the creative space for both 
GDR officials and numerous actors from within India to produce 
an ideological common ground, zones of cordial ties, between the 
two countries in order to project them as natural allies.

The chapters in the volume offer an exploration of the ‘Non-
aligned’ Cold War beyond the solitary role of the two superpowers, 
the Soviet Union and the USA. Similarly, they go beyond existing 
historiography on South Asia during this period, which has exten-
sively focused on the India–China and India–Pakistan territorial 
conflicts of 1962, 1965 and 1971, respectively. We contend that 
there is more to uncover and recover as South Asian Cold War 
pasts. As two nations with a divided history (of Partition and ter-
ritorial division), both the GDR and India offer multiple local sites 
where registers of international solidarity and individual recogni-
tion were performed at the same time.

The neoliberalization of the Indian economy (commencing in 
the late 1980s and formally officialized via the neoliberal economic 
reforms of 1991) marked a turning point in the economic, political 
and cultural history of the country, and stood in sharp contrast 
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to the previous ‘Nehruvian era’ of economic import-substitution. 
While the ensuing new alignments and directions, particularly 
traceable in the trajectories of India’s economy, party-politics and 
media have been (and rightly so) the subject of extensive research, 
we argue that there are greater complexities to unravel for the Cold 
War period. The NAM has been the subject of extensive interest 
in scholarship on Cold War and the ‘Third World’, with India fea-
turing prominently in this strand of contributions.15 However, as 
mentioned, scholarship on India and the GDR remains scanty and 
primarily based on diplomatic or international histories written 
through the lens of bureaucratic and state records. The contribu-
tions in this volume shed light upon more microscopic encounters 
that have not made it yet to such panoramic perspectives. What 
did Cold War affinities in the postcolony, beyond the institutional 
framework of NAM, look like? How were bonds of ‘friendship’ and 
‘solidarity’ crafted locally among actors, especially before GDR’s 
formal recognition in 1972? What were the motivations behind 
attempts to craft cordiality and what did the everyday lives of 
such entanglements look like? In other words, how did Indian 
actors materialize entanglements with one of the two ‘blocs’, even 
profiteer from them, while maintaining the larger rhetoric of being 
non-aligned? Cordial Cold War aims to explore micro histories of 
such engagements, which relied on both the formal intentionality of 
the two states and the informal lived realities that fashioned these 
ties during the Cold War.

CHAPTERS
Focusing on theatre as a site of cultural entanglements, 
Bishnupriya Dutt tells the story of a play on the liberation war in 
Vietnam (Invincible Vietnam), written by the Indian dramaturge 
Utpal Dutt, which was staged in the midst of political dissent in 
Kolkata in 1966 and at the Volkstheater Rostock in 1967. Aligning 
himself with the anti-state and anti-Congress Communist Party 
of India Marxist-Leninist, and therein also away from other Left 
parties in India, Dutt the playwright faced bans, arrest and attacks 
for his seditious theatrical practice. The chapter expands the scope 
of entanglements in the field of cultural production to go beyond 
institutionalized exchanges which were funded by governments 
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through the example of a more flexible exchange between actors 
from the GDR theatrical circuits and an amateur theatre group in 
India. Such collaborations that emerged in an atmosphere of discord 
(with the Indian government) make for entangled histories that 
are more heterogenous and which do not silence zones of dissent 
within nation-states.

Anandita Bajpai introduces us to the world of transna-
tional radio broadcasting through the example of the East Berlin 
based RBI and its Hindi Division. She traces the trajectory of the 
GDR foreign broadcaster from the perspective of those behind the 
microphone—the presenters/journalists—as well as those glued 
to the radio set, the listeners’ clubs, active in numerous rural and 
semi-urban sites in India. The author expands the archival base of 
historiography on India–GDR entanglements by relying on sound 
sources, photographic material, trajectories of mobile objects as well 
as oral history. She shows how for the journalists, most of whom 
were from the GDR, the radio station was a medium of exchanging 
with people from a country that they had never been to but whose 
language they had learnt in the GDR. For the listeners, it became 
a means of inserting oneself into the wider politically charged Cold 
War world, through letters and listener club activities, as well as 
an instrument for performing local difference and distinction. The 
chapter calls for giving importance to the everyday local lives of 
entanglements.

Anushka Gokhale sheds light on travel writing, which was 
one of the most widely consumed forms of literature in the GDR. 
Travel writing, she argues, can be seen both as a compensation 
for the lack of freedom of movement and as a tool to ‘demystify 
[…the Other], so as to contain the desire to travel’. The chapter 
focuses on the depictions of India, more so the lives of Indians, in 
the writings of three authors—Inge von Wangenheim, Willi Meinck 
and Richard Christ. Gokhale shows how as ‘cultural diplomats’, 
travel writers presented consumers of their books in the GDR 
with contrasting images of India and Indians to reassert their 
own national and ideological self-positioning. Elucidating the 
development of the genre from an ideological rigidity in the 1960s 
to a more liberal worldview of the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 
chapter invites us to question the post reunification reduction and 
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straightjacketing of GDR literature as only being an ideological 
tool of a dictatorial state.

Christoph Bernhardt’s chapter focuses on GDR cartography 
on India, particularly on the collections of Lehmann and Weiße 
published in 1958. Drawing our attention to the larger political 
and diplomatic contexts of their production, the chapter explores 
the eventual diplomatic conflict that arose between the two states 
(India and GDR) over the cartographic representation of the Indo-
Chinese border in the 1960s. Placing India quite literally on the 
world map for experts from a plethora of spheres, maps had a large 
outreach within the GDR. They were published in thousands of 
copies and were reproduced in school atlases, thus materializing 
India as a graphic reality for a larger GDR audience. By focus-
ing on the diplomatic and political tensions that the cartographic 
depiction of the India–China border entailed, Bernhardt shows 
how cartography became a space for political negotiation, and how 
GDR cartographers played an important role in this endeavour. In 
return, this had effects on the practice of cartography in the GDR.

Zooming in on depictions of India in GDR-made news-
reels, Reyazul Haque uncovers yet another hitherto unexplored 
dimension of India–GDR entanglements. The newsreel series Der 
Augenzeuge (The Eyewitness), produced by the state-owned film 
studio DEFA, comprised of short films that were screened during 
the interludes of main feature films in cinemas. They consisted of 
reports on social, political and cultural life not only in the GDR 
and the Soviet Union but also in other countries around the world, 
where the GDR had strategic interests. Analysing the symbolic 
depiction, and hence production, of India in GDR newsreels, the 
chapter shows how GDR-based newsreel makers used audio-visual 
trends to generate a sense of proximity between their local German 
audience and a projected India to strengthen and legitimize GDR’s 
identity and political existence in a turmoiled Cold War period.

Vaibhav Abnave’s contribution explores theatrical col-
laborations between Fritz Bennewitz, a GDR director, and Vijaya 
Mehta, a director from Maharashtra, as an important moment in 
the dispersion of Bertolt Brecht’s works and ideas on Marathi stage. 
The chapter contests reading such theatrical entanglements as 
‘inter-cultural’ which would reify the category of culture (prescribed 
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to nation-states). Instead, through a close reading of Bennewitz’s 
recently published writings and editorial commentary on it, the 
chapter investigates how ‘culture’ was discursively constituted 
vis-à-vis ‘politics’ in the context of the Cold War. Closely following 
the collaboration between the two directors, Abnave’s emphasis is 
on the actors, their theatrical practice and the sites where their 
work was staged. The chapter points to frictions that underlie any 
homogenizing readings of culture, art or entanglements.

While the two chapters on theatrical encounters invite 
readers to go beyond celebratory institutionalized exchanges, 
Veena Hariharan’s contribution turns our gaze to precisely one 
such state-funded event as a site of dialogue among actors. The 
author shows how the Leipzig Documentary Festival (DOK-Leipzig) 
became a charged venue for East–West relations amid Cold War 
geopolitics, providing film-makers with an opportunity to interact 
with each other from both sides of the ‘Iron Curtain’, as well as with 
film-makers from the Global South. The Festival held a special ret-
rospective of Indian documentaries in 1988. Following the traces of 
these entanglements in several film archives in reunified Germany 
and India, the chapter explores the Leipzig festival as a productive 
site of enquiry into entanglements in cultural production.

Rahul Dev’s chapter engages with two Indian art 
 collectives—the Realists and the Radical Painters and Sculptors 
Association, which were influenced by German Expressionism 
in their art practice. Most of the artists of the respective art col-
lectives were inspired by the artistic models of the GDR and the 
Soviet countries, which echoed in their artistic choices and strate-
gies as many of them were disposed to Left politics. However, the 
members of both the art collectives were not precisely informed 
about the distinctions and ambivalences imbued in the politics of 
art in a divided Germany. The chapter shows how quite far from 
both the Germany(s), a number of Indian artists, who were not all 
strictly aware of the polarized hostilities between the two divergent 
political systems, were interested in utilizing the vocabularies of 
‘Expressionism’ for their own localized political commitments, pri-
marily for staging protest in their specific local contexts.

Joachim Oesterheld’s contribution is a detailed glossary of 
the who’s who and when of India–GDR state entanglements before 
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the formal recognition of the GDR by the Indian government in 
1972. This is an important chapter to add to existing historiogra-
phy, that has primarily focused on the period after formal recogni-
tion from 1972 to 1990, providing readers an extensive account 
of dates/places/persons and formalized exchanges in the fields of 
political, economic, trade and cultural relations. Some of the sec-
ondary literature that the chapter refers to directs us to primary 
sources from German archives, which have hitherto not been pre-
sented systematically in the English language, and only became 
accessible after reunification. By showing the sheer intensity of 
high-level diplomatic meetings, agreements and cultural festivals 
organized by the two states and the mobility these entailed for 
the travelling actors, despite the absence of formal diplomatic ties 
before recognition, the chapter brings to light an active, vibrant 
field of entanglements which have not come to systematic notice 
in larger narratives.

NOTES
1. Interview, Patna (India), 1 September 2018.
2. Research on the ‘cultural Cold War’ is extensive. In line with the

‘new wave’ in Cold War studies, the term ‘cultural Cold War’ has
been utilized to emphasize the spheres of exchange that go beyond
diplomats and nation-states to also include non-state actors.
Mikkonen and Koivunen (2015, 4) summarize this as an approach
with roots in diplomatic/international history which concentrates
on ‘…activities that are closely related to states’ pursuits but are
not equal to foreign policy or foreign relations’. Some contributions
in this direction include Krabbendam and Scott-Smith (2003); Lerg
and Scott-Smith (2017); Mikkonen and Suutari (2016); Mikkonen,
Scott-Smith, and Parkkinen (2019); Osgood (2002); Pike (1989);
Poiger (2002); Romijn, Scott-Smith, and Segal (2012b); in par-
ticular, see the chapters by Abrams (2012), Langenkamp (2012)
and Siefert (2012). Saunders (2000); Yale (2003). For a compre-
hensive overview on the cultural Cold War, see Johnston (2010).
Specifically, on the role of media in the Cold War, as an arena and
an actor, see Bastiansen (2019) and Classen (2019).

3. Manjapra’s book ends where this volume begins. The last chapter
‘A New Order’ ends with a brief history of intellectual entangle-
ments across India and the GDR (see Manjapra 2014).

4. In the case of the two Germanys, these are The Political Archive
of the Federal Foreign Office (Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen
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Amts, Berlin; PAAA) and the Federal Archives (Bundesarchiv, 
Berlin and Koblenz; BArch).

5. See holding DR1 (Ministerium für Kultur), BArch, Berlin.
6. Such a separation in archival architecture exists, for example, 

in the Federal Archives (BArch) which have an enormous source 
base on India–GDR entanglements. Under the main holding 
that enlists sources related to the GDR in the archive (titled 
Deutsche Demokratische Republik mit sowjetischer Besatzungszone 
(1945–1990)), the sub-holding titled Ministerium für Kultur 
(Ministry of Culture—DR1) is clearly separated from the sub-
holding Auswärtiges und Internationale Beziehungen (Foreign 
and International Relations—DD1, DD2, DD100, DD101). 
Entanglements with actors from India appear in both the 
sub-holdings.

7. Ostalgie is a combination of Ost or East, with the term nostalgie, 
or nostalgia, which is commonly used to denote nostalgia for East 
Germany. It is revealing that the Sabrow Commission came into 
existence when a larger shift was about to take place in German 
politics. Originally set up under the Green–SPD coalition govern-
ment (1998–2005), its report was released at a time when a new 
Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands (CDU; Christian 
Democratic Union of Germany)–SPD coalition had come to power. 
Bernd Neumann of the CDU, who replaced Christina Weiss as the 
Federal Representative for Culture and Media, maintained a dis-
tance from the commission’s recommendations (Saunders 2018, 11).

8. A noteworthy mention here are the several completed and ongo-
ing research projects on the social history of the GDR at the 
Leibniz-Centre for Contemporary History (Leibniz-Zentrum für 
Zeithistorische Forschung), Potsdam; see https://zzf-potsdam.de/
en/forschung/department-i-communism-and-society

9. For a brief, instructive overview of shifts towards social history 
and everyday history within historiography on the GDR, see Scott 
Moranda’s (2010) review essay.

10. For a comprehensive overview of African student organizations in 
the GDR, see Pugach (2019).

11. The few works dealing with the theme tend to club nations from 
the South into the category of the ‘Non-communist countries’ or 
the ‘Third World’, with India sometimes making an appearance. 
See for example: Kupper (1970), Wentker (2007).

12. Some of the recent publications on diverse aspects of entangle-
ments between India and the GDR, published in the 2000s and 
coming from scholars based at Indian, European as well as North 
American universities include: Bajpai (2018); Esleben (2017); 
Esleben, Rohmer, and John (2016); Esleben (2014); Esleben (2011); 
Framke, Lötzke, and Strauch (2014); Mazumdar (2008); Prateek 
(2018, 2020); Rüstau (2018); Voigt (2008). A. Benatar’s Kalter Krieg 

https://zzf-potsdam.de/en/forschung/department-i-communism-and-society
https://zzf-potsdam.de/en/forschung/department-i-communism-and-society
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auf dem indischen Subkontinent: Die deutsch-deutsche Diplomatie 
im Bangladeschkrieg 1971 is a diplomatic history dealing with 
the role of both the German states and the states of India and 
Pakistan in the Bangladesh War of 1971 (Benatar 2020). There is 
thus a discernible gap in research on India–GDR entanglements 
in the aftermath of the Fall of the Berlin Wall, accompanying the 
reconstitution of East German Universities, that is, between 1989 
and the 2000s. This list, however, is quantitatively not comparable 
to the extensive scholarship on FRG–India entanglements. To 
give some examples (not an exhaustive list): Das Gupta (2004); 
Das Gupta (2012); Das Gupta (2014); Franke (2017); Franke 
(2018); Frey (2010); Goel (2019); Hein (2006); Van Laak (2010); 
Rothermund (2010a); Rothermund (2010b); Tetzlaff (2018); Unger 
(2008); Unger (2010); Unger (2015); Watt (2011).

13. It is also worth highlighting here that five out of the nine contribut-
ing authors are scholars based in India, whether as independent 
researchers or as faculty members at Indian universities.

14. For the Indian context specifically, see Das (2004).
15. Research on the NAM is extensive and ongoing. It is not our 

intention to reference this vast body of literature here. For a good 
overview, however, see Mišković, Fischer-Tiné, and Boškovska 
(2014). Particularly, from the perspective of this volume, see the 
introduction by Nataša Mišković (pp. 1–18) and the chapters by 
Rothermund (2014), Lüthi (2014) and Das Gupta (2014). For an 
insight into Bandung politics, non-alignment and Afro-Asian stu-
dent activism in the two Germanys, see Slobodian (2013).
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