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Karel C. Berkho’s Motherland in Danger tackles a
subject that has been largely neglected in the historiography on the Soviet Union: its massive campaign to mobilize the public during World War II. Drawing on a wide
array of materials ranging from archival documents,
newspapers, memoirs, and autobiographies, Berkho’s
book describes and interprets the content of Soviet propaganda during the “Great Patriotic War,” oﬀering an indepth analysis of how the Soviet leadership aempted to
mobilize the public to ﬁght for the continued survival of
Communism in a period when its very existence was under threat.
Motherland in Danger is arranged thematically, examining a number of areas and themes within Soviet press
coverage. Aer an opening chapter that outlines the
structure of Soviet mass media and its functioning in a
period of shortages, the book is structured as a content
analysis of Soviet wartime newspapers (though other
sources are sometimes discussed). Chapter 2 examines
press coverage of the progress of the war. It shows that
ﬁgures within the regime, especially Joseph Stalin, were
reluctant to provide accurate information of military defeats, and cautious about accidentally disseminating sensitive military information–policies that were sometimes
resisted by those who wrote and edited the press. Chapter 3 discusses coverage of labor issues, pointing to how
the press aempted to promote total labor discipline in
support of the war eﬀort, while chapter 4 examines the
ever-declining food supply, rationing, and the press’s attempts to promote food growing among the general public to compensate for shortages. Chapter 5 shows how
the Soviet authorities allowed extensive and detailed coverage of Nazi atrocities on Soviet territory, in an aempt
to mobilize the population. However, as chapter 6 illustrates, the targeting of Jews was only ﬁtfully discussed,
possibly, as Berkhoﬀ contends, because anti-Semitic aitudes within the Soviet population meant that coverage
of these crimes actually met with public support. Nevertheless, Berkhoﬀ maintains that, in contrast to what

many scholars have asserted, not all references to the
Nazi genocide against Jews were extinguished, and that
“Soviet readers and radio listeners who wanted to know
were able to ﬁnd references to that Nazi campaign” (p.
166).
Chapter 7, one of the book’s most compelling parts,
looks at the way Soviet propaganda aempted to sow
the seeds of hatred among Soviet citizens. Berkhoﬀ suggests that propaganda tried to erase the distinction between Nazis and Germans, but also suggests that Stalin
vacillated between promoting hatred of Germans and
merely promoting enmity against “German-fascist invaders” (p. 199). As evidence, Berkhoﬀ analyzes the work
of the leading Soviet journalist and writer, Il’ia Erenburg.
Berkhoﬀ argues that Erenburg’s rhetoric went further
than most others by describing Germans as “not human
beings” and “awful parasites” who “must be destroyed”
(p. 184). Such expressions of hatred worried even the
head of Agitprop, who criticized Erenburg for the virulence of his writing. While there is insuﬃcient evidence
to prove the point, Berkhoﬀ cites sources who suggested
that such “hate speech” provided a dehumanization of the
enemy that may have partially motivated the invading
Soviet army’s atrocities in Germany in 1945.
Chapter 8 examines the treatment of nationality,
showing that a strong Russocentric focus was only partially balanced by coverage of other Slavic peoples; nonSlavic nationalities were almost entirely omied from
the record. Chapter 9 looks at coverage of the territories that fell under enemy rule, and demonstrates that
a narrative of resistance was put forward, which suggested that surrender was potentially treasonous. Finally, chapter 10 discusses coverage of the Soviet Union’s
allies. Berkhoﬀ argues that the party’s desire to take full
credit for wartime victories was somewhat balanced by
the need to retain its partners’ conﬁdence by publicizing
its assistance.
Motherland in Danger is the most comprehensive
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treatment of the content of the World War II press yet
wrien. Berkho’s use of archival sources in three different countries is especially impressive, and few scholars will be able to match his use of primary sources from
Russia, Ukraine, Poland, and the United States and secondary sources from several more countries. e book
therefore expands signiﬁcantly on previous scholarship,
such as Jeﬀrey Brooks’s ank You Comrade Stalin, which
eschewed archival sources and other primary source literature.[1] e book will be most valuable for scholars
studying the Stalin era. By examining in detail the changing ways in which newspapers represented the heroism
(and treachery) of its own people and its interpretations
of the world outside the Soviet Union, Motherland in Danger will improve understanding of shiing notions of citizenship in the Soviet Union, and allow for a much improved understanding of the ambiguities of Stalin’s nationalities policy.
At the same time, the book’s contribution would have
been far greater had it engaged more fully with current
scholarly debates: though passing reference is made to
the scholarship, one might, for example, have expected
more of a comparison between Soviet print propaganda
and the content of ﬁlms, posters, and newsreels. Moreover, greater precision in the choice of terminology is
warranted. Berkho’s perfunctory discussion of the term
“propaganda,” for instance, is inadequate for a book that
employs the term so frequently. And a more sophisticated level of comparison with wartime propaganda in
other nations would have strengthened the work considerably: as it stands, Berkhoﬀ makes only passing reference to Nazi propaganda, while discussion of Western
propaganda is even briefer.
Nevertheless, Motherland in Danger represents a key
work for those working on Soviet media. Berkho’s focus on the production context of Soviet newspapers is
especially welcome; the book’s detailed examination of
documents from the archives of the main Soviet news
agency, TASS, the censor “Glavlit,” and the main department directing propaganda, “Agitprop,” greatly improves our understanding of the ways in which Soviet
newspapers were put together in the trying circumstances of wartime.[2] Berkhoﬀ shows that the creation
of wartime propaganda was a highly centralized operation, with content oen edited and approved by Stalin
himself. In this regard, he challenges the prevailing view
that World War II saw a loosening of controls over Soviet mass media.[3] At the same time, Berkhoﬀ illustrates how the content of Soviet newspapers oen evaded
strictures from the center, sometimes due to intransigence on the part of editors and journalists, but aided

by inconsistencies in how press regulation and censorship was carried out in individual instances, and confusion of the actual content of Soviet propaganda at a
given time. In this sense, Berkho’s book challenges the
prevailing view that every word that appeared in Soviet
newspapers reﬂected a monolithic “Party line.” In fact,
both confusion and professional ethics provided a source
of heterogeneity–something that the book might have illustrated more clearly had it made more use of editorial
documents from leading newspapers like Izvestiia, Trud,
or Komsomol’skaia pravda or the memoirs of frontline
correspondents and editors published in the Soviet Union
from the 1960s onward.[4] Such sources might have revealed a more nuanced picture of the workings of Soviet
mass media by suggesting that what Berkhoﬀ characterizes as Soviet “propaganda” was in fact peopled by editors
and journalists who were bound by professional interests
that did not entirely coincide with the propaganda needs
of the Soviet leadership.[5]
us, criticisms notwithstanding, Motherland in Danger is an impressive monograph that makes a valuable
contribution to our understanding of the Soviet home
front during World War II and the ways in which the Soviet elite aempted to promote their aims to the country’s population. Berkho’s account of the workings of
Soviet news media remains the most detailed description
we have of the Soviet press during World War II and is a
valuable service to historians. It will provide a platform
for future research on the Soviet press during World War
II.
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