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The dissertation thesis of Assoc.Prof. PhD Vyara Angelova is, without any doubt, a brilliant contribution in media studies, with unique documentary research and original analyses of the processes over a long period of the development of the Bulgarian national radio, with interesting and solidly argumented statements, with academically important interpretations. Of course, they also possess a civic importance, being acutely topical especially in dark times.


The text of Bulgarian Radio Under Socialism (1944-1989) is clearly structured and extremely interestingly deployed on 296 pages (or more, if the characters are counted in Bulgarian standard typewriter pages), with an introduction, three chapters, and a conclusion.

The bibliography is good, with a very valuable detailed description of the researched archives of key importance, interviews, and other documentary sources, with literature in different languages.


The required documents for the defense are well composed and properly attached (according to the Academic Staff Career Act and university regulations). It is seen from them, but not from them alone, that this is a stably formed scientist, with a number of prestigious diplomas and specializations (including in international centres in Germany, the Czech Republic, Austria, Serbia, i.e. an experienced researcher. Vyara Angelova has taken part in about twenty scientific projects, in tens of scientific conferences, about a third of which international, some organized by herself. She is the editor and co-editor of important publications, necessary also to university teaching. Six publications are attached related to the theme of the dissertation thesis (but the author’s text pagination is not shown in all of them).


The object and the subject matter of the dissertation research, the goals and objectives (pages 13-14), the research methods used are clearly stated and convincingly argued for (besides, in each of the separate three chapters, the subject matter and the object of the respective specific studies, their goals, hypotheses and limitations are meticulously justified).

In the dissertation thesis, one can trace the three main perspectives through which the extraordinarily rich data and reflexive analyses have been extracted and organized. In the first chapter, Radio as Seen in its Institutional Archive, a condensed (but not abstractly systematic) documented history is made of the functioning of radio in the Bulgarian society as the latter was being modernized in its specific way. The second chapter Professional Media Publications complements this history in justifying additional author’s views on the specifics of socialist radio, radio propaganda and public space, on the ritually propagated and the repressed, on career development and the differentiation of diverse groups, as well as of different types of interests and audiences with different rights to access, on the ‘shared radio time’, or more precisely, the radio time that was differently shared with the West. In the third chapter, Internal Voices, the themes that have been previously introduced (the ones of the professional and the ideological in the modernization of radio, of the diverse levels and modalities of power control, on the ‘twofold role of party elites’ etc.) are interpreted through the narratives of 26 in-depth interviews of radio agents themselves. The approach and the implemented strategy of spiraling deepening of analyses are extremely fruitful, being contributions in themselves. With a good starting theory of historical and collective memory (because the meaning of the past ‘is indeed happening now’, as Merab Mamardashvili says), Vyara Angelova traces the interweaving of collective memory in the process of emerging (fluctuating in dependence of basic events in the political public space) and the biographical memories of the interviewees. Their narrative selects some fragments, reemphasizes or represses others, but it makes possible the profound understanding of the causalities and mechanisms of what has taken place during those 45 years and much later.
In this way, the history of Bulgarian socialist-time radio, ever since the first chapter of the dissertation thesis, is not so much chronological than sociological. Besides, the author is well aware that no archives are talking by themselves, and this with a methodological sensitivity – in this chapter as well as elsewhere – she describes the details, logics, and imits of validity of the content of party, administrative, personal archives of the institution under study.

Therefore I deem as one of the great contributions of the dissertation not only the finding, comparing and reviewing actually ‘raw’ archive units on which nobody has worked (their number exceeds 2000) but the critique of their very data, their decoding by means of a well thought-out theory of radio and its modernization in the countries behind the Iron Curtain. And also in the years before the Curtain, since ‘for radio, the socialist period begins even before September 1944’. This was before the power became fully dominated by the Communist Party – ‘the radio is a peculiar case of a socialist institution before the socialist state’ (the dissertation thesis, p. 8, also p. 4 of the extended summary).
By well selected thematic cores, Vyara Angelova succeeds in systematizing as early as in the first chapter a ‘material’ of enormous volume on this ideological institution: the instituted ‘new radio’ and its ‘modern public space’, its metamorphoses throughout the years, the professional and party staff, the relations with the Communist Party that is rapidly merging with the state (becoming its double), the levels of decision and censorship (there are a few extremely subtle sections where the ‘signing’ is analyzed, in the first chapter, section 2.4.7. Glavlit, but also in the third chapter where the interviewees remember how they ‘carried around offices files with documents to be signed’), of multiplying radio shows, professional stakes and roles (including conflicting roles)...

It can also be seen that this is not just a matter of ideology because radiofication is also a process permeated by materialities, more precisely, one with a complex interweaving of ideology and materiality (and ideology itself is not just ‘false consciousness’ but, as Foucault argues, ‘a practice along with other practices’). (For instance, when the Bulgarian production of radio receivers began and the produced item No. 1 was offered as a gift to the leader Georgi Dimitrov, while the person obtaining No. 2, Traycho Kostov, was going to disappear very soon from the radio waves (having been hanged for treason); or when the eminent communist who was the director of the radio mobilized diverse networks reaching even the German Telefunken, but through Moscow, in order to provide spare lamps for the transmitter in Vakarel).

    Such details, for which the dissertation’s author has a good eye (as well as a subtle sense for the specific language and practical logic of those who talk in the archives – e.g. for the different names of breaches, mistakes, punishments), are not just interesting anecdotes. These ‘microhistories’ support the author’s main theses, their selection and ‘blowup’ – as in Antonioni’s eponymous film – reveals another tissue, essential for understanding the whole contradictoriness of the institution, having purged the ‘unstable elements’ in order to appoint 121 ‘reliable young comrades’ some of whom, however, manage to become professionalized and to actually reform the institution itself.

A contribution in Vyara Angelova’s study is the perspective permitting her to trace – including through the aptly selected case studies – the ‘twofold role of the party elite’ in the different phases of the ‘synchronous movement’ of the ‘professional and the party-related’,  of the differentiated networks and levels of control, of the different constellations of power… that is, realities that don’t fit together easily in the images of ‘totalitarianism’. This latter word, indeed, is absent not only from the text but also in the analytic categories in which the author describes – of course she describes them! – historical process of totalizing, of usurping the power by a party-state, its Sovietization, the hyper-politicization of the radio, the elimination of alternative voices etc. But I deem this absence of the word itself ‘totalitarianism’ productive because it permits the author to work not with one but with many analytic categories, as the concept of ‘totalitarianism’ doesn’t explain much, being in need of explanation itself – or, as Norbert Elias says, the ideological model of ‘totalitarianism’ hampers the historical analysis not only of socialism but also of the German society between the two world wars.

And it is precisely the historical analysis of common European processes of modernization of ratio as a social mediator that allows Vyara Anvelova to regard this socialist medium as something more than a mere ‘performer of the Party doctrine’, to see its real history as a part of the European media culture, not only the audio-visual one. This thesis is productive not only when the ‘importation of modernization’ is treated and the veritable professionalization of radioworkers (p. 16, 190), the competition between shows in the struggle for access to information, to specialized knowledge and to international recognition. The author doesn’t merely break stereotypes and clichés, she has also contributory results in the understanding of the ‘nationalization of the listener’, in the ‘dialogizing with his everyday world’, in the understanding of ‘listening of radio also as a space of criticism’. And even in the analysis of the ‘jamming and copying of foreign radio stations’. By analyzing radio broadcasts, Vyara Angelova again criticizes the thesis according to which ‘the Iron Curtain was so dense that it never let through any information from West to East’ (216). IN this way, rethinking some theories of media, she abandons the binary oppositions of the theoreticians ‘from the Cold War’, she de-ideologicizes and ‘expands the understanding of socialist media’ (p. 8, 6) in dialogue with authors working in the ‘new paradigm’, quoted in the dissertation.
The author also skillfully dialogizes with other researchers of radio and the media in general, of the public space, of the history of the ‘cultural front’ in Bulgaria, of collective memory, of socialist nationalism, ever clearly synthesizing their ideas and avoiding long retellings and ritual references.

     Questions and remarks: Every such large-scale study stimulates more questions and will for discussion but I will ask only two (although in several variants). I ask myself whether Vyara Angelova isn’t indeed wrong as she sums up, in her characteristic laconic and clear wording, her basic theses thus: ‘the carrier of changes [i.e. the renovation of radio sound and other modernizations in Bulgarian radio – L. D.] continued to be the party elite’ (p. 26). (It is implied that in the period under consideration the ‘middle and higher’ elite has already made itself ‘highly educated’, that it doesn’t ‘threaten the ideological status quo’.) It seems to me that her nuanced analyzes that demonstrate a multitude of ‘carriers of change’ and relations of power (of power as ‘relationship of forces’, after Foucault) become poorer if summed up this way. In the same way, the powerful thesis – argumented throughout all chapters of the dissertation – of the ‘interweaving of the two discourses – the professional and the ideological one’ (p. 259 etc.) should not be reduced, as it is done at places, to the ‘merger of political and professional discourse (278, 183). Because the new professional practices are not just a consequence of the political-ideological strategies of the ruling party or of the ‘Marxist-Leninist’ ideology itself. In my view, it is contrary to the author’s approach and her fine analyses (e.g. of the difficulty to define the ‘power centre’) if one substantializes power (p. 216: ‘the aspiration of the power is to make radio as it is done in the world…’; p. 16: ‘the power relies on competence also in the radio itself, not just on itself’, etc.). A part of the difficulties of this language probably also come from the lack of explicit references to some more general theoretical notions of ‘power’ and ‘ideology’ that the author prefers. Why is it contented, for instance, that ‘radio belongs simultaneously into the cultural and the ideological sphere?’ Which ‘ideology’ is had in mind when saying that ‘the professionalization in the radio is possible precisely thanks to ideology’ or that ‘information goes to the fore at the expense of ideology’ (p. 25)?


I continue to think that the effort is extremely valuable of this splendid analyzer of the ideological repertory of a professional milieu to retain the authentic uses of ‘ideology’ in the statements of the interviewees, in the language of party and administrative documents: ‘…Although not so obtrusively like the Botev programme, the Horizon programme remained true to the ideology but it arranged it with a lot of music and easy topics from everyday life’, or as another journalist said about the audience of the Night Block, ‘they wanted warmth, they didn’t want ideology’, ‘we gave them not ideology but personal contact’.

The self-evaluation of the author of the dissertation thesis correctly renders the main levels of analysis and the original contributions.
The extended summary is produced in compliance with the requirements and contains both the main results and a good description of the respective chapters.

Conclusion: Having in mind the above enumerated and other contributions of the dissertation thesis of Vyara Angelova, but also her researcher ad intellectual qualities, her professional ethos, I propose a decision to award her the scientific degree of Doctor of Sciences, in professional field: 3.5. Public Communications and Information Sciences – Media and Communications.

19.12.2009                                                                                   Liliana Deyanova
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