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Second Atlantik-Brücke/Deutsche Welle Media Conference: “The Fourth Power: 

Media and Democracy in a World of Concentration and Fragmentation.” 

Organized by Atlantik-Brücke and Deutsche Welle, hosted by the GHI, and supported by a grant 
from the German Marshall Fund of the United States, January 28–30, 1999. Speakers and 
commentators: Elizabeth Becker (editor, New York Times), Ralph Begleiter (world affairs 
correspondent, CNN), Marc Fisher (correspondent, Washington Post), Robert Giles (senior vice 
president, Freedom Forum), Jacob Heilbrunn (associate editor, New Republic), Detlef Junker 
(director, GHI), Walther Leisler Kiep (chairman, Atlantik-Brücke), Claus-Detlev Kleber (Washington 
bureau chief, ARD), Michael Mertes (journalist, Rheinischer Merkur), Ralph Nader (consumer 
advocate), Daniel Schorr (senior news analyst, National Public Radio), Dieter Weirich (director 
general, Deutsche Welle), Leo Wieland (U.S. correspondent, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung). 

In January 1999 a distinguished group of more than forty-five journalists, 

businesspeople, and scholars met at the historic Woodbury Blair Mansion—home to the 

GHI—for two days of discussions on media and democracy in a world that is becoming 

increasingly fragmented. Participants specifically concentrated on the quality of news 

reporting in both Germany and the United States. What follows is a report on the 

conference by Gebhardt Schweigler, currently a research associate at the Stiftung 

Wissenschaft und Politik in Ebenhausen (Germany). 

Journalists like it short. ―News rules,‖ they claim—at least in the quality newspapers. 

Elsewhere, different rules prevail: ―If it bleeds, it leads.‖ Or worse: ―If it thinks, it 

stinks.‖ Participants in the second media conference jointly organized by Atlantik-Brücke 

(Bonn) and Deutsche Welle (Cologne) and hosted by the GHI had ample opportunity to 

reflect on the quality of news reporting in the American and German media. Because 

most of the participants were journalists from the United States and Germany, their 

reflections amounted to a highly interesting mixture of self-criticism, exculpatory 

defense, and probing cross-national comparison. Challenged 
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by such outside observers as Ralph Nader, who presented the strongest arguments in 

favor of the conference‘s underlying proposition that a responsible media, supported by 

―civic literacy‖ on the part of its consumers, forms the backbone of a functioning 

democracy, the participants engaged in a lively debate about their own role as members 

of the ―Fourth Estate.‖ 

The world of the media has, of course, changed drastically over the past decades. For 

one, it has become ever more fragmented. Newspapers saw the advent of competition by 

radio, which was soon supplanted by television. Television itself at first encompassed 

only a few national networks that provided almost all the nation‘s news and 

entertainment. With the growth of cable and direct satellite systems came the appearance 

of an increasingly large number of channels. Whereas the contemporary American 

television watcher may have access to as many as 150 different programs, that number 

may soon reach 500 and could, before too long, go as high as 1,500. (At that point, just 

checking the program listings may take longer than watching any single program.) As the 

world of the media shrinks to that long-predicted ―global village‖—now embodied by the 

Internet, with its seemingly limitless multimedia capabilities—information fragmentation 

will be immense, and so will be the competition for attention and thus market shares. As 

critics see it, the global village could turn out to be a place where the lowest common 

denominator rules and where villagers would rather entertain themselves watching staged 

wrestling matches than inform themselves with serious news reporting. 

A great deal of money is to be made in the media. Thus, it comes as no surprise that a 

fragmented media world results in a process of concentration, where individual pieces are 

increasingly incorporated into the hands of a few global players. Such corporations or 

even individuals who exercise control over media empires with global reach could 

destabilize democratic governance if they become too powerful, too restrictive, or too 

much oriented toward the bottom line. Anecdotal evidence suggests that this could indeed 

be the case, from books that were not published (because of Chinese concerns, for 

instance) to TV programs that were not aired (because of unre- 
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lated cases pending before the U.S. Supreme Court). A more systematic criticism claims 

that because of corporate concentration everywhere, but especially in the media, genuine 

public concerns—as opposed to sex and crime—no longer find adequate treatment. With 

governmental agencies having abandoned most efforts at regulating the media in the 

public interest, the media—so this line of criticism argues—have fallen into the pit of 

banality, presenting a landscape of devastating sameness and cynicism. 

There was no general agreement, though, that such criticism is justified and that 

media concentration has necessarily led to corruption in the name of profit. It takes a 

powerful news organization to stand up to a powerful government. This may more easily 

be the case for large, family-owned newspapers such as the New York Times (with the 

Pentagon Papers, for instance) and the Washington Post (with its Watergate reporting, 

among others, which are still doing well financially) than for faceless corporations. But 

even big corporations and super-wealthy media tycoons also can play a constructive role 

because only they are financially capable of launching new enterprises such as CNN or 

USA Today (or give away a billion dollars to the United Nations). The development of 

the Internet as a medium where information is widely—and globally—available would 

not have been possible without the deep pockets of major media organizations. 

Unlike the American media landscape, where public television and radio have been 

reduced to serving the increasingly narrow niche of elite interests (as some participants 

argued), the German media continues to be influenced by public radio and television. 

Here, the electronic media were once concentrated in state hands. As a result of this state 

monopoly, the electronic media in Germany became less creative and thus lost their 

competitive edge (in contrast to the print media, where publishing entrepreneurs proved 

to be highly innovative and so successful that they are now becoming major players in 

the electronic media as well). For some American observers the heavy political hand in 

radio and television to this day constitutes an ethical blight, evident in the insidious 

incestuousness of the German journalism community. The German participants, al- 
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though acknowledging that some criticism regarding the role of politics in the media 

might be justified, claimed that these problems were never as serious as alleged (not least 

because of regional rather than national regulatory systems) and, due to deregulation and 

increasing competition from private electronic media, quickly waning. The relationship 

between journalism and politics in Germany may not yet have reached the level of 

antagonism evident in the United States (described as an American problem by some par-

ticipants), but it is becoming increasingly adversarial in nature. At the same time, the 

traditional respect accorded by the German media to the privacy of public figures, but 

especially to political leaders, is gradually breaking down as tabloid papers and 

sensationalist television magazine programs and talk shows fight for audiences. In short, 

then, political and state control of the media by and large no longer is an issue in 

Germany. Much more problematic, according to some inside observers, is the role played 

by works councils and trade unions, which tend to hamper creativity and competitiveness 

in the name of protecting workers‘ rights and privileges. 

The media will always be under some control, be it natural—that is, market forces—

or supernatural, that is, government regulation. Representatives of major quality 

newspapers in Germany and the United States agreed that under conditions of increasing 

fragmentation, market forces tend to be favorable for them. There is a comparatively 

large market for high-quality reporting and analysis. In that sense, good newspapers 

remain good business. The market reach of quality newspapers is increasing as modern 

technologies allow not only larger distributions of print editions but also a worldwide 

readership via the Internet. Putting newspapers on the Internet has not led to a decrease in 

the number of subscribers, as was feared initially. Rather, the diversification of the 

readership has contributed to broader interest and to better newspapers. With the help of 

an accurate reading of World Wide Web hits and interactive editions, newspapers are in a 

better position to track reader interests. Partly as a result of this technological 

development, quality newspapers have added new or enlarged traditional sections (such 

as lifestyle, arts, travel, and automobile sections). They have also, in a 
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manner of speaking, reverted to older forms of publishing by constantly putting updated 

editions on their Web sites. No wonder, then, that the quality newspapers have increased 

their staffs and created new bureaus in other countries. Quality sells. And quality 

newspapers sell their reporting and analyses to local newspapers that no longer attempt 

national or international coverage on their own. 

In a way, this also is true for the electronic media. CNN, as a major player in 

international news gathering and reporting, finds that it is increasingly selling its products 

to other networks that have more-or-less left the news-gathering business. Some observ-

ers decried the uniformity of reporting thus created; thoughtful journalism, they argued, is 

on the way out. Others pointed to CNN's competition in the form of such major 

international players as BBC and Deutsche Welle, which provide additional sources of 

information. In fact, news reporting (as well as cultural programming in general) is 

becoming increasingly regionalized because the primary players are in search of ever 

more niches to exploit. Narrowcasting is turning into a profitable enterprise for the 

broadcasting industry. In part, these efforts are based on the realization that not 

everything one society can stomach will be easily digested in another society. 

The most extreme form of media fragmentation in a globalized world is the Internet. 

Participants were sharply divided over its effects on the media world. It may be (as 

advertisers claim) child‘s play to tap into the Internet, but there is nothing like a child‘s 

innocence about the Net and its content. To some it is not much more than a means for 

spreading rumors worldwide, driving serious news reporting into frenzied efforts to catch 

up. The Lewinsky Affair was cited as a prime example of this trend. Others pointed to the 

fact that a good deal of what at first were merely rumors turned out to be correct. 

Mainstream news reporting in this instance was driven not so much by unsubstantiated 

rumors on the Internet as by the fact that when two branches of government are locked in 

an all-out war, it is a prime duty of the Fourth Estate to cover such a war. German 

participants pointed out that, although the Lewinsky Affair received extensive coverage 

in the German media, there was no 
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spillover into German politics (in the form of questioning German political leaders about 

their private lives). 

President Clinton‘s private and political troubles sparked a broader discussion about 

journalism‘s responsibilities. Some claimed that the Lewinsky Affair, presented (and 

perceived) mostly as entertainment, not as reality, distracted public attention from more 

pressing issues. (Growing income gaps, the loss of democratic control due to 

international agreements, and the pernicious reach of corporate interests were mentioned 

as examples.) Because the media set yardsticks and shape public perceptions, it should be 

their responsibility to cover such problems fairly and in-depth. Some participants rejected 

this premise. The only responsibility of a competent journalist is to find and tell a good 

story, not to pursue the right cause. At best, they should comfort the afflicted and afflict 

the comfortable. In that sense the task of a journalist is precisely to be irresponsible. It 

follows from this line of reasoning that journalists should not be part of the 

establishment. Where journalists become too clubby, whoring themselves as opinion-

spewing pundits, journalistic responsibility suffers greatly. 

This claim to responsible irresponsibility may reflect heroic self-images of the past, 

perpetuated by any number of Hollywood movies. In today‘s world of journalism, 

reporters and analysts are more clubby simply because most of them went to the same 

schools as the people they cover. They also received the same professional training. 

Conference participants, especially on the American side, were sharply divided as to 

whether these developments make for better or worse journalism. Some argued that 

today‘s journalists no longer know how to research and write. In addition, they yield too 

easily to the temptation of ―gotcha‖ journalism, where their main interest is getting some-

one out of office, partly because that is considered a career-advancing achievement and 

partly because (due to the clubbiness of a common background) they feel they are better 

than the person they are attacking. But others argued that such a picture of journalistic 

incompetence and irresponsibility is overdrawn. By and large, today‘s journalists are as 

good or as bad as their predecessors, operating, as it were, in a different cultural and 

technological environment. 
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Specifically with regard to foreign reporting, there was broad agreement that 

responsible journalism requires reporting on location. ―Where you stand depends on 

where you sit‖ is even truer for a foreign correspondent than for a bureaucratic infighter. 

Because foreign reporting and analysis is increasingly being ceded to fewer and fewer 

radio and television organizations and high-quality newspapers, this increases their 

responsibilities (at the same time that it increases their stature and their profitability). 

Some participants expressed the concern that the luxury of maintaining foreign bureaus is 

increasingly becoming a privilege of rich countries. A responsible approach to news 

reporting in a globalized world also ought to take that problem into account. 

Just how much information is required for democratic societies to be able to function 

properly? In the end, the conference wrestled with this question without coming to 

definitive conclusions. The problems created by processes of media concentration—from 

the narrowing of the information base to the dumbing down of news reporting and 

analyses—suggest that democracies (already) may be in trouble. Conversely, the 

processes of media fragmentation—with ever more information being available on ever 

more channels and Web sites—raise the specter of information overload. Quality news-

papers and highly respected news anchors used to serve as gatekeepers for information 

flows. Now these traditional gatekeepers are being overwhelmed and marginalized while 

new gatekeepers are only slowly emerging (or being overly commercialized, such as in 

the Internet wars over portal positions). As a result, some observers have witnessed a 

process whereby news reporting becomes worse the more democratic (that is, open to 

unhindered information exchange) a society tries to become. At some point such societies 

may then risk losing their democratic freedoms. 

Some participants protested strongly: The discussion had become too esoteric. 

Democracy was not in any danger as a result of too much information flowing through 

too many unfiltered channels. Democratic societies, it was argued, have always been able 

to cope with plenty. They will similarly be able to deal with a world of plentiful 

information. On the German side a plea was made for 
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deliberate efforts at instilling media competence among citizens. The American side 

expressed its traditional belief in market forces as a prime mover in furthering 

information literacy. Both sides agreed that it is likely that societies will be structured 

into the media literate and illiterate. American society, with its long tradition of mass 

media, will be hit harder by such societal transformations than German society, with its 

long-standing patterns of separate high and low news cultures. But difficult though the 

transitions may be, in the end democracies should prevail, if not indeed emerge stronger 

and more resilient. 

Gebhard Schweigler 

 

“The American Impact on Western Europe: Americanization and Westernization in 
Transatlantic Perspective.” 

Conference at the GHI, March 25–27, 1999. Conveners: Volker Berghahn (Columbia 

University), Anselm Doering-Manteuffel (University of Tübingen), and Christof Mauch 

(GHI). 

Over the past few years the American presence in postwar Europe and the American 

impact particularly on Germany have been the subjects of numerous books and articles. 

This conference aimed, first, to take stock and see where recent research of scholars from 

both sides of the Atlantic has taken us and where future research might be going; and 

second, to discuss the analytical utility of different concepts and terms that have been 

proposed to describe the introduction and assimilation into Germany of American or 

Western ideas, practices, and behavioral patterns. More than forty historians and social 

scientists from Canada, Germany, Mexico, the Netherlands, and the United States 

gathered to explore the relevant empirical and methodological issues. 

Following welcoming remarks by Detlef Junker (GHI) and an opening statement by 

Volker Berghahn, Rob Kroes (Amsterdam) gave the keynote speech on ―American 

Empire and Cultural Impe- 


