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For twenty-five years, a BBC radio programme was required listening
for those critical of the East German regime. From the late 1940s until
1974, BBC Radio’s German service broadcast a weekly programme
called ‘Briefe ohne Unterschrift’ (‘Unsigned Letters’), aimed at
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listeners, both those who longed for freedom of opinion and
expression as well as their opponents, the Stasi and their countless
‘unofficial collaborators’. She quotes extensively from listeners’ letters
and from the Stasi’s verbatim records of some of the broadcasts, as
well as their surveillance of Austin Harrison and his colleagues on
visits to East Germany. This makes for a mosaic of textual fragments
and viewpoints that is fascinating and at times nerve-wracking.
Schädlich writes engagingly about her own discovery of the material
and her hunt for clues, and Unsigned Letters often reads like a novel.
This is a unique book focusing on the opportunities which the BBC
provided for East Germans to express their opinions and debate with
one another. It is both a fascinating and little-known corner of
broadcasting history, and a compelling aspect of East German
history. Given the attention which has recently been given to the
phenomenon of ‘echo chambers’ in social media and the consequent
dangerous narrowing of space for political debate, this book – so
passionate about the immense value of the older medium of radio in
the hands of a dedicated, idealistic humanist – could not be more
timely.
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