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overcoming the division of Europe through détente. The commentator, 

Edward Kolodziej (Illinois), developed his scheme for an emerging world 

order, based on reconciling three vital external and internal requirements of 

state and society: order, welfare, and legitimacy. 

In his closing comments, Schroeder outlined three transformations of 

international politics in the modern era that followed on three catastrophic 

breakdowns of order: Utrecht, Vienna, and the current era. Each, he claimed, 

was characterized by three structural elements: the emergence of a benign 

hegemony; a new, widely accepted principle of order; and a consensus 

among the major actors on the practical definition and requirements of 

peace. The latter, he insisted, was the most vital for a durable peace and the 

most essential to cultivate and maintain. 

 

Paul W. Schroeder 

 

 

Atlantik Brücke/Deutsche Welle Media Conference 
 

Organized by Atlantik-Brücke and Deutsche Welle, hosted by the German Historical 
Institute in Washington, D.C., supported by a grant from the German Marshall Fund 
of the United States, November 6-8, 1997. Speakers and Commentators: Michael 
Behrens (Director of English Programs, Deutsche Welle), Anthony Blinken (Special 
Assistant to the President and Senior Director for Strategic Planning, National 
Security Council), Rich Jaroslovsky (Managing Editor, The Wall Street Journal 
Interactive Edition), Detlef Junker (Director, GHI), Frederick Kempe (Editor and 
Associate Publisher, The Wall Street Journal Europe), Walter Leisler Kiep 
(Chairman, Atlantik-Brücke), Kurt Kister (Deputy Foreign Editor, Süddeutsche 
Zeitung), Thomas Middelhoff (Member of the Managing Board, Bertelsmann AG), 
Torsten Kroop (Internet Services, Deutsche Welle), Robert Gerald Livingston (Senior 
Visiting Fellow, GHI), Philip A. Odeen (President and CEO, BDM International, Inc.), 
Norman Pearlstine (Editor-in-Chief, Time, Inc.), Elizabeth Pond (Freelance 
Journalist, Bonn), Dieter Weirich (Director General, Deutsche Welle), Leo Wieland 
(U.S.-Correspondent, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung). 
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In November 1997 a distinguished group of 45 journalists, businesspeople, 

and scholars met for two days in the historic rooms of the GHI’s Woodbury 

Blair Mansion in Washington, D.C., to discuss issues concerning the role of 

the media in the relationship between Germany and the United States. What 

follows is an abridged version of the conference report by Gebhardt 

Schweigler, currently the Konrad Adenauer Visiting Professor at 

Georgetown University and a Senior Research Associate at the Stiftung 

Wissenschaft und Politik in Ebenhausen (Germany). 

 

Who cares about Germany and its image in the United States? For that 

matter, why should anyone care how the United States is portrayed and 

perceived in Germany? When these questions were raised by the participants 

of the Atlantik Brücke/Deutsche Welle Media Conference, it was not an 

expression of frustration; rather, they reflected the original intentions of the 

conference organizers, who wanted to know what, if anything, had changed 

in the mutual perceptions of Germans and Americans after the Cold War and 

German reunification, in addition to what had been brought about by the 

revolution in information technology in recent years. The answers to these 

questions covered a broad spectrum, from the empirical (Who actually cares 

and in what way?) to the speculative (What is the role of new media such as 

the Internet?) to the normative (Why should we, especially those in the 

media, be concerned about how Germans view the United States and how 

Americans see Germany?). 

Conference participants were recruited mainly from the media. The 

conference organizers were particularly interested in the professional 

assessments of practicing journalists regarding their respective colleagues‘ 

work: How does an American correspondent working in Germany, or a 

German reporter living in the United States, view the way his country is 

being portrayed on the other side? In addition, scholarly experts on 

communication and analysts of German-American relations were on hand to 

provide background information and broader perspectives. Finally, 

practitioners in the area of new information technologies shared their views 

on the consequences of the rapidly evolving use of the Internet for 

international communication. In the end, that mix of expertise made for a 

fascinating conference that raised many questions, provided important 

answers, and left some issues undecided. 
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Germans in the United States frequently do not recognize their home 

country in the clichés, cartoons, and caricatures presented by the media: This 

was the main observation regarding Germany‘s image in the United States. 

Either Germany is hardly present or its image is distorted by the historical 

telephoto lens that makes the Nazi period appear to be today‘s reality. That 

complaint about traditional stereotypes dominating U.S. reporting on 

Germany provoked an intensive discussion not only about its correctness but 

also about its implications. The elite press, according to data compiled by 

the German Embassy in Washington, D.C., carries far more stories about 

economic aspects of life in Germany (51%) than about issues having to do 

with Nazism (15%). This reflects a more broadly based development in the 

United States, where relations with other countries are increasingly viewed 

through the prism of economic interests, partly because the United States has 

become more globally interdependent but also because traditional security 

concerns simply have faded after the end of the Cold War. On the economic 

front, Germany is viewed quite favorably, not least because of the continued 

high acceptance of German luxury goods. At the same time, however, 

Germany remains rather uninteresting compared with other countries, 

particularly with regard to the developments in Asia in recent times. 

Germany no longer is of primary interest to either the American public or 

the American media. The reduction in the number of American 

correspondents and closure of bureaus operating in Germany could be seen 

as a clear indicator of a relative decline in interest. 

But is Germany really that dull and uninteresting? That depends not only 

on how one views Germany but also on the medium covering it. 

Representatives of the American media, but also some experts on German 

affairs, argued that beneath the veneer of political consensus and low 

inclination to change, Germany is indeed moving rapidly, from shifting the 

capital to Berlin to participating in the introduction of a common European 

currency. In fact, Germany stands poised to become a more interesting 

country in the course of the 1998 elections, which may break the political 

gridlock that has prevented so many necessary reforms. Thus there is much 

to report from Germany, if only the reporters do what they are supposed to 

do: serve as the eyes and ears of their audience and approach their subjects 

with curiosity and no obvious 
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biases (and the requisite language skills that allow them to understand the 

full context of the stories they cover). 

Such reporting is good procedure for the few elite newspapers, which can 

deliver important background information to their readers. It is less relevant 

for the many local newspapers that have to rely on ―news you can use‖ and 

may have different regional emphases with West Coast papers, for instance, 

looking more toward Latin America and Asia. At best, local newspapers 

may include the occasional report from the news services of a national 

newspaper, thus helping to subsidize the big papers‘ foreign correspondents. 

For television, however, the situation is quite different because the types of 

stories the print media may find relevant cannot be put into pictures and thus 

on TV, not least because news coverage on American TV has shifted to a 

magazine format that relies on appealing pictorial content more than 

straightforward news reporting. Reports about Germany therefore appear 

either in the form of occasional sensational pictures, such as neo-Nazis on 

the march, or by way of comparison with American developments, such as 

the effects of doing away with speed limits on American interstate 

highways. 

Whereas the American public at large may thus be exposed to ever fewer 

high-quality reports about Germany, the possibly increasing number of those 

Americans with a specific interest in Germany can get access to the type of 

information they desire with growing ease. Already cable television in many 

local markets carries German programming originating from Deutsche 

Welle, the Federal Republic‘s voice to the world; in some communities, such 

as Washington, D.C., it is also made available through normal broadcast 

facilities. The Internet, embraced at first reluctantly but now wholeheartedly 

by Germany, carries a wealth of information, including English-language 

news also provided by Deutsche Welle. Private newsgathering 

organizations, German as well as American, make their information 

available via the Internet. Although it still is an uncertain environment for 

profitable commercial efforts, the Internet will become viable for 

commercial information providers if they can offer the means for speedy and 

effective access and selection. To the extent that established newspapers 

already offer comprehensive information services on the Internet, the Net 

has become the source of choice for those seeking detailed, targeted 

information. The future 
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is likely to see an explosion of such offerings. In general, the opening up of 

new information channels increases the demand for new and interesting 

content. 

Thus, those who care about Germany will have their requirements for 

information satisfied. But should Germany care that it may continue to be 

portrayed in stereotypical fashion among the rest of the population? Not to 

worry, argued many of the American participants. The prominence of the 

―Hitler Channel,‖ as the History Channel has been dubbed by some critics, 

has more to do with an American need for reaffirming its own identity than 

with any attempt to depict contemporary Germany in historical terms. Nazis 

are perceived by American viewers like extraterrestrials, with no immediate 

current relevance. If anything, the evocation of the evils of Nazism may 

actually help improve the image of today‘s Germany, as the audience is 

reminded of how much Germany has accomplished in the meantime and in 

comparison with countries that have not confronted their past as thoroughly 

as Germany has. 

In fact, Germany‘s efforts at Vergangenheitsbewältigung have become 

almost counterproductive, as some American observers argued. If the 

German political class truly is worried about the fact that members of 

Congress or other important segments of the elite believe that there is 

something almost genetically wrong with the Germans, Germans should stop 

phrasing the need for the European Union in terms of containing Germany. 

Others might stop using inflammatory rhetoric, such as referring to members 

of the Church of Scientology as rats or vermin. In short, as American 

observers reminded the audience, Germans should be pragmatic about their 

own past and about their country‘s role because they have many reasons to 

shed their apparently deeply ingrained sense of insecurity. It is up to the 

Germans, then, and not to the American media, to shape Germany's self-

image. 

Do Americans care about the image of the United States in Germany, and 

should they? After the war, the United States became Germany's ―big 

brother‖ but also encountered some resentment due to its ubiquitous 

presence and for its bouts of inattention. That ambivalence in German 

attitudes toward the United States, however, predates the Federal Republic 

of Germany, as some participants argued. Germans, from the very beginning 

of the American republic, were torn between the sentiments expressed by 

Goethe, ―Amerika, 
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du hast es besser...‖ (―America, you are better off ...‖), and the values 

purveyed by Germany‘s old master of pulp fiction, Karl May, who 

fascinated generations of German schoolchildren with his tales of heroic 

Indians and treacherous white immigrants. There has been a remarkable 

constancy of stereotypes in German perceptions of the United States. 

Today, German reactions to the United States are still divided between 

those who fervently argue that Germany does not want ―American 

conditions‖ and those who share the conviction that Germany needs to 

adopt the American model in areas such as education, technological 

innovation, political reform, or even crime fighting. That long tradition of 

German ambivalence toward the United States is evident in the common 

denunciation of the violent nature of Hollywood movies, whereas 

Hollywood has apparently discovered that it can make its products more 

attractive to European audiences by including more violent scenes. 

As Germany becomes more ―Americanized‖ under the influence of 

globalization, American conditions are beginning to look more attractive and 

more worthy of further study. American correspondents in Germany 

expressed their surprise over the high level of media attention given to the 

crime-fighting efforts of New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and the 

importance that the issue of crime has been given in recent German 

elections. Apparently news from the United States delivered by a new 

generation of less ideologically inclined reporters who have themselves been 

influenced by the American style of reporting can be put to good use in 

Germany as it seeks to cope with the massive changes brought by the end of 

the Cold War and the impact of globalization. In that sense, the media form 

an important underpinning of the emerging transatlantic learning 

community. 

Anti-Americanism, long prevalent on the extreme right and left ends of 

Germany‘s political spectrum, has waned, as evidenced by the high number 

of West (71%) and East (52%) Germans who profess that they find 

Americans sympathisch. There was some disagreement among the 

participants over whether the disappearance of anti-Americanism is the 

result of Germany‘s being once again in need of ―big brother‘s‖ inspiration 

and help or, conversely, whether it is due to Germany‘s finally growing up 

and engaging less in some sort of ―sibling rivalry.‖ Some claimed that 

Germany‘s self-confidence was shattered after 1990, when reunification led 

to the search for a new 
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identity. Along the way, it was argued, Germany has incorporated a strong 

American element into its own identity, which is why Germany cares so 

much about the United States and ―the United States in us.‖ With the 

emergence of the United States as both a ―hard‖ and ―soft‖ superpower after 

the end of the Cold War, Germany seems ready to develop an even stronger 

―American‖ identity. That would hold true particularly for the younger 

generations, with their openness to global developments. Others argued that 

the maturing of the Federal Republic has lessened the need for defining itself 

against a domineering American influence. Whatever the psychological 

processes might be, anti-Americanism, for the time being, is not an issue in 

Germany. Americans do not, and need not, worry. 

The new media play an exceedingly important role in all these 

developments. Their influence is likely to grow—but in which directions? 

The sheer speed of the growth of the Internet alone is staggering. After only 

five years, the number of users of the World Wide Web has reached 100 

million. The Internet has become a global mass medium that offers not only 

a new type of personal communication but also a wide range of 

opportunities for commercial use. Germany first hesitated to endorse this 

new technology and is still struggling to come to terms with it, as evidenced 

not only by futile efforts at content regulation but also by adverse Telecom 

pricing policies. The number of households with PCs is still half that of the 

United States, the number of those with access to online services, one-third. 

But Germany has begun to realize that it must meet the challenges of the 

information age, for it otherwise risks falling behind in economic 

competitiveness. Massive educational efforts to overcome technological 

inhibitions and to teach media competence are as necessary as governmental 

policies to stimulate the spread of the Net. Private German companies stand 

ready to enter that market in a major way. 

German-American relations will undoubtedly benefit from these 

developments, not least because they will lead to a drastic increase in 

economic cooperation. There are other factors as well: On the one hand, 

new information technologies increase the dominance of the United States 

on television and computer screens worldwide. Technically, that dominance 

can hardly be challenged, as especially the Internet does not allow any 

central interference with the 
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information flowing through chat, e-mail, telnet, and Web channels. The 

very symbol of openness presented by the Internet is already being embraced 

especially by young people, who eagerly absorb not only that ―message‖ of 

the medium but also its content—most of which, at this point, is American in 

origin. In that sense, the Internet undoubtedly is an instrument of American 

―soft power.‖ 

On the other hand, however, the revolution in information technologies 

eventually also strengthens the power of local information providers. The 

need to offer information and entertainment on ever more channels can be 

met by local organizations. Presumably, they will find it profitable to do so, 

even without state-enforced rules providing for the primacy of domestic 

content, such as put into place by France. But because the information 

offered for local consumption is available around the globe, the Internet will 

be highly pluralistic in nature, offering a diverse multimedia world where 

the global and the local supplement each other. Hopefully, new technologies 

will reinforce pluralistic tendencies in all Western societies, which therefore 

can grow together even more, rather than fall apart as the result of identity 

conflicts or intense economic competition. 

The information revolution has not rendered the traditional media and 

their representatives, namely, journalists, superfluous. Quite the opposite is 

true: Precisely because the pluralistic offerings on the Internet and other 

channels are so vast and seemingly impenetrable, individual users will still 

require the guidance of experts who sort the information and vouch for its 

accuracy. Thus the Internet does not spell the end of traditional journalism, 

just as the digital revolution has not meant the end of the classical print 

media. For those who have the time and interest, the Internet offers the 

opportunity to gain access to unmediated information. For most everybody 

else, however, the need for mediation (through navigation) on the 

information superhighway will be greater than ever. The media have always 

been the caretakers of information. The information revolution, rather than 

changing that, will reinforce the role of responsible journalism. This is 

something everyone should care about. 

Gebhardt Schweigler 


