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Review by Vincent Lagendijk, Maastricht University, the Netherlands 

his recent contribution of Christian Henrich-Franke to the Journal of Cold War Studies comprises an 
important amalgamation of historical lenses: a techno-historical one, an international organizations 
(IO) take, and a perspective on decolonization. Students approaching the topic from any of these 

viewpoints will enjoy reading this well-argued, well-researched, and neatly structured article. The only real 
flaw of the article is its relatively poor embedding in recent political histories of decolonization. 

Henrich-Franke, who teaches economic and social history at the Universität Siegen in Germany, has widely 
published on the history of broadcasting technologies, standardization, and the role of IOs therein. A recent 
contribution particularly zoomed in on the Cold War dimensions of the topic.1 He thus is on familiar turf. 
The novelty in this article resides in the prominent addition of the North-South conflict, and thus in essence 
the First, Second, and Third World are represented in this fine piece.  

Set on the stage of an IO, against a backdrop of technological negotiations, it is the interplay between these 
three ‘worlds’ that is at stake. The most important IO in this case is the International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU, 1865). The ITU began a second, if not third, life after 1945 as a specialized agency of the 
United Nations (UN). It had seen much of the imperialist nineteenth century, followed by the 
internationalist zeal of the League of Nations, and hence entered the stage of Cold War and North-South 
tensions after 1945. 

Following several waves of decolonization, newly independent countries started to demand full economic 
sovereignty over their resources. The Group of 77, or G77, called for a New International Economic Order in 

                                                      
1 See Christian Henrich-Franke, “Property Rights on a Cold War Battlefield: Managing Broadcasting 

Transmissions through the Iron Curtain,” International Journal of the Commons 5, no. 1 (February 21, 2011): 110–29; 
Alexander Badenoch, Andreas Fickers, and Christian Henrich-Franke, eds., Airy Curtains in the European Ether: 
Broadcasting and the Cold War (Baden-Baden: Nomos Publishers, 2013). 
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the 1970s. This G77 gained the upper hand in UN-voting issues, and thus potentially held sway over the 
decision-making process. A similar process took place on the issue of radio frequencies. The more developed 
Western nations of course were early to this party of allocating frequencies, and were thus well-endowed with 
bandwidth. Now the late-comers - former colonized nations - also demanded their alleged equal share of the 
radio frequency pie.  

Radio frequency might seem to be a mundane and low-profile resource. But in fact, as Henrich-Franke 
explains, many sectors in both developed and developing countries were dependent upon it, ranging from 
amateur radio to broadcasting, and maritime and aeronautical communications. One might also doubt to 
what extent this truly presents a ‘resource,’ especially in comparison to more tangible ones like oil and metals. 
Radio frequencies can be defined as a “common good,” argues Henrich-Franke (113). To ensure proper usage 
without disturbances and interference, a certain amount of regulation was necessary, particularly as the 
airwaves became increasingly used. This points to similar patterns of scarcity, and thus technical, economic, 
and political choices had to be made. 

By focusing on radio frequencies, Henrich-Franke also prominently puts the role of technology on the 
agenda, by assessing the troubled negotiations of what can perhaps be regarded a halfway between a resource 
and a common area, in the sense that it cannot be contained within national borders, but requires 
international consultation. The decision-making process involved “pure” techno-economic efficiency 
considerations, but political criteria applied when seeking a “fair and equitable” allocation (114). The case at 
hand of course includes both elements. In many ways, the technologies and the techniques of negotiations 
overlap substantially with practicing politics. In a way, the lack of reference to Hecht’s or Mitchell’s use of the 
term techno-politics comes as a surprise.2  

The ether have and have-nots were at loggerheads at the World Administrative Radio Conference of 1979 
(WARC-79), organized by ITU. The focus on this one crucial summit allows the author to, first, zoom in 
extensively, while, second, sketching the broad socio-economic and political setting. While doing so, Henrich-
Franke exposes a techno-diplomatic battlefield where both the North-South and East-West struggle 
potentially could play out. But as Henrich-Franke shows convincingly, engineers from both East and West 
worked together in order to guard the status quo and tip the frequency balance in their favor. 

The WARC-79 came at a moment when ITU membership stood at 155 states. Compared to the previous 
meeting in 1959, total membership had more than doubled, largely with newly independent nations. 
Henrich-Franke rightly asserts that the voting balance now favored the newcomers, but also that a huge 
discrepancy in terms of techno-economic development existed within the ITU. Whereas Cold-War voting 
within UN bodies could previously be controlled, these new members largely chose not to align themselves, 
and thus seemed to escape the voting regiment of East or West. The potential voting fissure thus ran both 
from East to West, as well as from North to South. 

This becomes apparent in Henrich-Franke’s discussion of the issues at hand for WARC-79. Whereas 
frequencies originally were handed out on a first-come, first-serve base, and the former colonies arrived late, 

                                                      
2 See respectively Gabrielle Hecht, The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity after World War 

II (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998); Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002). 
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the G77 nations tried to renegotiate the overall division of ether space. In the techno-political struggle at 
WARC-79, Henrich-Franke’s study clearly shows that East-West relations were not all about mutual distrust 
and antagonism, but also involved cooperation. The global North, using the existing engineering networks 
that actually went across the Iron Curtain, were able to solidify the technical decision-making, and as a 
consequence intensify the working relationship between the postal, telegraph, and telecom administrations 
(PTTs) of East and West. Hence the real cleavage ran between North and South, and not between East and 
West – as one might also expect. By dominating in terms of technical knowledge, sheer numbers of 
representations, and setting the rules of the negotiating to their advantage, the ‘haves’ prevailed while giving 
little leeway to the call for a New International Information Order. 

Despite the apparent technicalities that come with the usual abbreviations, this piece is very readable. 
Henrich-Franke has highly structured his article, and explains his roadmap carefully in the introduction. 
Hence, his general line of argumentation is easy to follow throughout the remainder of the piece. Despite 
offering quite a technical article, the author carefully explains the importance of the technologies at hand and 
the procedures in place to allocate radio frequencies. 

The article clearly shows Henrich-Franke’s mastery of broadcasting and communication history. The piece is 
underpinned by secondary readings in no less than four languages as well as an extensive collection of archival 
material and policy documents. The author has interwoven these into a crisp and clear narrative, with 
sufficient eye for detail without losing the bigger picture, which largely consists of discussing the broad lines 
of geopolitics, decolonization, and non-aligned nation organization, combined with a rather strong 
embedding in the history of broadcasting and telecommunication.  

Although the latter certainly is warranted, this strong embedding into the history of telecommunication 
comes at a price. While certainly “taking off the Cold War lens,” of course referring to Matthew Connolly’s 
oft-cited article, Henrich-Franke does not refer to the surging literature that reserves a vaster role for North-
South struggles.3 This includes recent works by Guy Laron and Guliano Garavini, who have also given more 
agency to Third-World countries while downplaying the dominant Cold War dichotomy.4 The entanglement 
of the struggle between the Three Worlds has also been addressed by Odd Arne Westad’s seminal The Global 
Cold War.5 Clearly Cold War antagonism could be surrendered to the apparent ‘threat’ of the Third World, 
which also in this case study motivated the East and West to join forces. 

The author is right in asserting that “[I]nternational spectrum management has been largely ignored by 
historian” (111) in relation to the Cold War and the rise of newly independent countries in the realm of 
information technologies. Held against this image, Henrich-Franke’s contribution is novel in the sense that it 

                                                      
3 Matthew Connelly, “Taking Off the Cold War Lens: Visions of North-South Conflict during the Algerian 

War for Independence,” The American Historical Review 105, no. 3 (June 1, 2000): 739–69. 

4 See Guy Laron, Origins of the Suez Crisis: Postwar Development Diplomacy and the Struggle over Third World 
Industrialization, 1945-1956 (Washington, D.C. : Baltimore: Woodrow Wilson Center Press / Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2013); Giuliano Garavini, After Empires: European Integration, Decolonization, and the Challenge from 
the Global South 1957-1986 (Oxford UK: Oxford University Press, 2012). 

5 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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shows that cross-Cold War cooperation was instrumentally employed to resist the equality call of the global 
South. It thus adds to other historical studies pertaining to the Cold War and the North-South struggle, like 
the 2011 edited volume edited by Gabrielle Hecht.6 

All in all, this article presents an intriguing and innovative case on a timely subject, combing the ‘usual’ East-
West perspective, but with a twist, a North-South view. Henrich-Franke thus both broadens and deepens our 
understanding of technologies, standards, and IOs, within what seems to have been a clash of the Three 
Worlds. 
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6 Gabrielle Hecht, ed., Entangled Geographies: Empire and Technopolitics in the Global Cold War (Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 2011). 
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