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Abstract

My project focuses on East Germany during the Wende (the turnaround or transition) 

period, that is the events leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 and the post-

Wall period. My goal is to complicate dominant narratives that commonly describe the transition of 

the East German media system from a state controlled propaganda apparatus to that of a free 

democratic media system. I am interested in how far the democratic potential that existed in the 

moment of revolutionary change in 1990 found its implementation in the East German media in 

general, and the press in particular. 

For this, and contrary to current research, I examine the process of media reform from the 

perspective of an (inter)national market economy. Core concern is the intersection between the 

normative role the press holds in a democratic society and a newly developing, or rather established 

expanding Western market economy. I ask how and under what (pre)conditions was the East 

German press market transformed, who was most successful in implementing their socio-political 

and economic interests and with what socio-democratic benefits and losses. 

By reassessing post-socialist German history through the lens of a changing press system in 

East Germany, this project traces the broader social, economic and political realities of this unique 

historical moment and its lasting ramifications for post-Wall Germany. 

In order to get the necessary academic support in Germany, Prof. Michael Meyen from the 

University of Munich will be the fifth member on my dissertation committee. Furthermore, I am 

applying for a guest membership at the Berlin Graduate School for Transnational Studies at the Free 

University for the period of my research stay in Germany.
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1. Introduction

This proposal is divided into five parts. The introduction consists of a short account of how I 

became interested in this project, my research questions, and the reasoning for their relevance. This 

is followed by a non-exclusive summary of the interdisciplinary literature my project tries to engage 

with. Thirdly, I sketch the methodology and potential problems I am expecting to encounter, 

followed by a chapter outline (including methods, archives, interview partners). Last,  I give some 

tentative speculations on the contribution my project can make to the academic (and popular) 

discussion of media in periods of transition. The appendix gives an overview of the archives and 

interview partners I am currently in contact with.

1.1. Research and Biography 

Throughout its 40 years of existence, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) aimed for its 

sovereignty and legitimacy. Since its collapse in 1989 and the subsequent unification with the 

Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in October 1990, the small country and its former 18 million 

inhabitants have been struggling for a place in history and for their own narratives. As a “footnote to 

history” (Zahlmann, 2010) the GDR often remains to serve as a contrast against which West 

German history is written. Only slowly do researchers emancipate themselves from Western 

preconceptions of ‘life in the East’ and pay more attention to the changing social realities in the 

GDR from 1949 until 1989. Only very slowly do they allow for a variety of competing pre- and 

post-Wall accounts to take their valid share in the writing of (post-)socialist East German history.

Michael Meyen (2012), professor of media and communication at the University of Munich, 

gets to the heart of the issue. He argues that the uniqueness of the re-united Germany lies in its 

constellation of people and their different experiences with, and memories of, the GDR. He also 

points out that, in contrast to almost all other countries with similar dictatorship experiences in the 

recent past, former GDR citizens are a minority in Germany. Thus, they generally do not have equal 
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access to political power and mainstream media (Meyen, 2012). 

I am a young female critical media scholar who found her way into academia by chance 

rather than intention. And though I do not believe that academic work should be a personal account 

of history, I do realize that biography matters in the objectives we as academics set in the work we 

do (Lent, 1995). 

Several empirical studies show that any historical moment of structural change differs in 

consequence and condition on individuals and groups according to age, gender, social position etc. 

(Hacker et. al., 2012). I grew up in a single-parent household in East Berlin, and belong to a 

generation that in Germany has famously been coined Dritte Generation Ost (third generation East) 

(Hacker et. al., 2012). Born between 1975 and 1985, this generation1 differs from what Mayer and 

Schulze (2009) call Wendegeneration (turnaround generation) 2 in that it was the last generation of 

GDR born citizens, too young to have experienced the full dimensions of “life in real existing 

socialism” but old enough to have their own memories of it. Jana Hensel (2002) in her 

autobiographical account Zonenkinder (zone kids) describes, twelve years after the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, how ruptures in the geopolitical landscape affected our generation in complex and often 

contradictory ways. 

In 1989, I was nine years old. Though I did not comprehend the full dimensions of what I 

was witnessing around me, I documented what I saw for I later wanted to share what had happened 

not knowing that for years no one would ask. Instead the post-Wall decade offered plenty of 

accounts about the Cold War and fall of the Wall, medial narratives of the protests that had united a 

people and preconceived notions of what it was that had actually happened (Bildbox, 2002; 

Heydemann, 2001). Only later did I begin to understand November 1989 and the post-Wall period 

not only as a personal watershed that few people in the West will ever experience but as a deeply 

historical moment, from one day to the next, the meaning of ‘truth’ had changed and history was 

1  Using the term generation, I follow Mayer and Schulze (2009) who specify that the term signifies collective 
experiences and life story of a peer group that lived through a specific historical event or period (30).

2  Mayer and Schulze (2009) refer specifically to the age group born in 1971. 
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rewritten. 

The events leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the period of change in its aftermath 

brought up issues of identity, memory, representation and historical truth (Sabrow, 2007) that had 

lasting influences on me. Nowadays, they are the driving motives that make for my intellectual 

curiosity in the writing of history, the construction of popular and institutionalized ideologies, and 

for the inclusion and exclusion of voices in the narration of history. Early on, they made me realize 

that things claimed to be “normal” or “common sense”  are social constructs that work only within 

specific socio-political, ideological and historical contexts. It is, however, only because of my 

graduate studies with critical (media) scholars in the U.S. that I have acquired the intellectual tools, 

theoretical concepts and the language in their service that allow me to give voice to these concern. 

After having lived abroad for eleven years, I want to apply what I have learned to a now 

united Germany. The goal of my dissertation is to scrutinize common sense assumptions about the 

course of history and media in democracies by complicating a narrative that is often more 

convenient than truly enlightening. 

1.2. Research Questions 

In the post-Wall period of turmoil and rapid transformation, the media system was part of a 

complex socio-economic transformation in which all spheres of socio-economic life required 

immediate attention. Thus, the media was neither unique, nor exclusive. Seen in this context, my 

project examines in the political-economic context within which the transition of the East German 

media took place. Thus, contrary to current literature that focuses on culture and/or the political 

sphere, this project looks at the media from the perspective of a market economy. This includes the 

macro-level analysis of structural change as well as the micro-level of the social realities 

experienced by the people who worked in media enterprises. I ask how, by whom and under what 

(pre)conditions was the East German media market transformed, and who was most successful in 
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implementing their interests in this process. 

For this I focus on the press market. Embedded in broader changes in the media landscape, 

the press is of particular interest because of the tremendous increase of printing products right after 

the Fall of the Berlin Wall (Schütz, 2008). Looking at this newly emerging market, I do not to take a 

top-down approach – though surprisingly even this history has yet to be written. Instead, I am 

interested in in the ways in which various interest groups (churches, civil rights groups, 

(transnational) media institutions, policy makers, journalists, editors, publishing companies etc.) 

pushed for their share in East German print media. Here, I look at the local, national (East Germany 

and West Germany), and international level. 

Internationally, I aks if and in how far foreign investors were interested in acquiring or 

distributing East German media outlets. I ask for their reasoning, strategies and successes. This 

closely intertwines with the national level, which is the more complicated one.

On the national scale, I look, first, at media reform attempts of the last and only freely 

elected East German government from March of 1990 until German unification in October of 1990. 

The creation of the Ministry for Media Policy in 1990, diverting from the West German 

governmental blue print, signifies the importance of media related issues to this government that 

responded to massive public pressures of an uprising population (Stuhler, 2010). These reform 

attempts, however, cannot be understood sufficiently without looking at East German media 

policies through the lens of an expanding West German political-economic order. West German 

political and economic interest groups offered guidance and support to East German policy makers 

but also executed significant pressures. Special attention is, therefore, paid to the question how 

these two spheres overlapped in (re)creating and changing the East German press; the focus lies on 

the influence of an expanding West German market economy. I trace how media institutions were 

built up, taken over or eliminated by private media companies and public institutions with (or 

against) the political support of the Bundesregierung - that is the West German federal government. 

5



I am interested in their reasoning, the money spent and profits made, and the institutional 

consequences for the East German press system. 

These consequences can be traced on the local level. Looking at local initiatives that aimed 

to create new press outlets, I ask how successful or unsuccessful they were and for what reasons. 

What sort of newly emerging political and economic support or pressures did they encounter, how 

did ownership evolve over time, and how was the transition period experienced by those working in 

the field, that is journalist, editors and owners? The East and West German press coverage of media 

reform attempts and media related issues serves as a reference frame. 

Core concern of this dissertation is the intersection between the normative role the press 

holds in a democratic society and a newly developing, or rather established expanding Western 

market economy. I am interested in how far the democratic potential that existed in the moment of 

revolutionary rupture found its implementation with or in opposition to market forces. How did 

market forces influence, challenge or contribute to media policy debates in East Germany, and 

whose interests were favored, whose were repressed and why?

This leaves out many other perspectives one could take to tackle the problems in question, 

such as social-cultural and ideological shifts in the news coverage, the sociology of the news etc. 

Even though my project engages with these aspects, its core concern is the political economy of 

media and communication and its broader consequences for the institutions and individuals affected 

by it. 

1.3. Why care?

The idea that the GDR and its post-socialist history have been fully examined, that not even East 

Germans are interested enough to make their own history an issue worthwhile to be examined 

(Meyen, 2013) is misleading. This is particularly true when concerned with a press that transitioned 

from state control to private ownership. The institutionalization of the latter during the immediate 
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post-Wall period laid the foundations for an infrastructure that is still in place. Thus, the early years 

of this transition offer a unique historical precedence to look at the forces and interests that helped 

shape the current media and press system. Furthermore, several assumptions underlie such 

transition narrative, and it is also these assumptions that need reevaluation.

In the Cold War East-West antagonism, the freedom of the press was one of the core 

elements put forth in the promotion of democracy (Sola Pool, 1973; Reybold and Hester, 1991). 

Nowadays, Western concepts of a “free” press remain a core demand of Western societies for 

countries in transition. More so, post-socialist, and post-authoritarian regimes use these Western 

models of the free press to rebuild their media (Jovanović, 2007; Dobek-Ostrowska, 2010). Such 

structural changes in transitioning societies need informed studies on the full complexities, 

pressures and limitations that come along with Western ideals of a private, and thus “free,” media 

market. The goal of studying this transition in East Germany is to uncover tensions that should not 

be muted only to make history less messy.

This is relevant for the sake of historical accuracy, but more so for understanding 

contemporary conditions. With international capitalism in crisis, the questions posted regarding the 

fall of Communism, the integration of former socialist countries into the international capitalist 

market and the economic strictures within which a democratic press operates have changed. 

Reassessing post-socialist German history through the lens of a changing press system in East 

Germany allows us to trace the broader social, economic and political realities of this unique 

historical moment and its lasting ramifications for post-Wall Germany. Thus, a generation after the 

fall of the Berlin Wall, reevaluating the historical era seen as a key moment for the victory of 

democracy is not obsolete venture but a necessary one to better understand social reality. 

2. Literature Review

This section examines extant literature that is related to my project. Specifically, it will 
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discuss understandings and gaps within the following research topics: first, the post-socialist era in 

general, and the transition of East Germany in particular, as well as the role of the GDR in post-

socialist Germany; this followed, secondly, by media research that has been done on the GDR, and 

an overview of the media research relating to the transition period in the post-socialist countries, 

with particular focus on East Germany.

The transatlantic perspective of my project makes it necessary to engage with Anglo-

American and German literature. It therefore operates within two cultural, socio-political and 

academic settings while offering a critique of both. In spite of differences in national experiences 

and historical specificities, in both contexts post-socialist history did not commence with the fall of 

the Berlin Wall. Instead, current research stands in a long (Western) tradition of Cold War narratives 

that influences how we approach history (Zelizer, 1995).  

2.1. Research on the Post-Socialist Era

Since the 1990s there has been an outpour of work that has sought to address the transition 

of Eastern Europe in general, and of East Germany in particular. This interest, however, differs 

according to fields and disciplines.

In the Anglo-American context it was particular research in political and social sciences, and 

economics that blossomed after the collapse of Communism (Hamilton, 1990; Siebert, 1992; Otte, 

1994; Conradt, 1995; Kluegel, Wegener and Mason, 1995; Mason, 1996; Spangenberg, 1998) but 

that has decreased in amount and intensity since the late 1990s. Instead, Eastern Europe and the 

GDR have been experiencing widespread popularity in the humanities. Informed by postmodern 

theory, this work aims to diversify and challenge Western normative truths by asking for power 

relations beyond official narratives (Jarausch, 1999; Berdahl and Bunzl, 2010; Ward, 2011).

Fruitful work in breaking with Western assumptions on “life in real existing socialism” has 

been done in anthropology, literature and Consumer Studies. Particular attention has been paid to 
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everyday social realities of former GDR citizens (Merkel, 1999; Rechtien and Tate 2011; Willis, 

2013), a rethinking of ideas of the private and the public in the social context (Betts, 2010), and a 

critical analysis of consumerism as a driving force for socio-political change (Pence, 1996; Veenis, 

1999, 2011; Staab, 1997; Merkel, 2004; Stitziel, 2005; Betts, 2010; Rosenberg, 2010). 

Also Memory and Cultural Studies have been useful in pointing to issues of identity and the 

construction of collective memory (Hermand and Silberman, 1998; Cooke, 2005; Cook, 2007; 

Rechtien and Tate, 2011). Here the general idea is that with the fast  disappearance of the places, 

social spaces and collective narratives formerly shared by GDR citizens, their biographies remained 

without legitimacy. These accounts, however, are concerned mainly with the socio-cultural realm. 

What is missing is the inclusion of capitalism as a driving force for rapid change, not only as an 

economic system but as a social system.

2.2. The Transition of East Germany

The post-socialist history of the GDR has been given different names, “transformation” or 

“transition” period being the terms most commonly used in political science and economics 

(Saunders, 1992; Siebert, 1992; Otte, 1994; Spangenberg, 1998; Jovanović, 2007). Approaches 

focusing on the experiences of the people who have lived through it name it “shock therapy” (Pickel 

and Wiesenthal, 1997) or “culture shock” (Wagner, 1999) as part of (in its most radical form) 

Western “colonization” (Cooke, 2005; Pickel and Wiesenthal, 1997). While the focus of political 

and social science, and economics lies on the macro-level of institutional change (Mason, 1996; 

Spangenberg, 1998), in the humanities considerable attention is paid to the micro-level analysis of 

East Germans’ lived realities (Cooke, 2005; Berdahl and Bunzl, 2010; Betts, 2010; Ward, 2011). 

Both perspective are, of course, inherently connected. Regardless the terminology, all studies 

document the deep and rapid structural changes that took place in the East German socio-economic 

and political landscape post 1989. 
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 What the studies in the humanities make clear is that, contrary to popular perception, the 

GDR was not dead only because it had ceased to exist. Instead, to many former GDR citizens it 

gained significance because of its collapse. During the 1990s the GDR remained a constant point of 

reference in everyday life, and became a common denominator amongst those who found 

themselves in the midst of a constant battle for agency and collective memory in a social setting 

increasingly dominated by West German standards and norms (Berdahl, 2005; Betts, 2010; Berdahl 

and Bunzl, 2010; Rechtien and Tate, 2011). 

Put differently, the GDR remained alive as a East German social narrative in a material 

climate defined by structural renovation and sanification. This point deserves emphasis because it 

gives insights into the tension between a social climate of resistance and a constant push towards 

East Germany’s integration into the West Germany model of democracy and market economy; both 

dominated the time period my project is concerned with. 

2.3. The GDR in Post-Socialist Germany 

One difference between media and communication research in Germany and the U.S. is the 

socio-political context within which research is being conducted. 

German-German history still is a highly politicized topic in Germany, not the least because 

of lasting socio-economic disparities between different Länder (states) (Pollack, 2003; Berth, 2007). 

Historian and political scientist Martin Sabrow (2009) claims that in this East-West antagonism, 

GDR memory and identity are almost exclusively framed through the dictatorial lens. Sabrow 

criticizes that GDR dictatorship history, as an institutionalized and publicly funded operation, 

generally is set into opposition to a self-serving narrative of West German democratic freedom. This 

agenda narrows the ways in which research on the GDR is being conducted, how life in the GDR is 

represented in media, and how it is discussed in the socio-political arena (Sabrow, 2004, 2009; Ahbe 

et al., 2009; Zahlmann, 2010). The same holds true for German academia in general, and for 

10



communication research in particular (Berger, 2002; Meyen, 2012). What dominates all are Western 

notions of socialist life. 

Little to no space is given to alternative perspectives. Any critique or broadening of the 

dictatorship frame (especially when expressed by an East German) can easily be delegitimized as 

Ostlagie (East German nostaliga), that is a mystification for a socialist past based on communal 

solidarity, progressive welfare programs, socialist security and full employment (Bach, 2002; Cook, 

2007; Ziegengeist, 2011). Beckmann (2002) und Berger (2003) point to this form of muting dissent 

as one way of securing the material interests for, and increasing the social capital of West German 

interest groups. Ironically, therefore, similar to GDR times, personal narratives of East Germans 

deviating from the dictatorship narrative are often told and shared only in private (Cooke, 2005; 

Berdahl and Bunzl, 2010). This points to problems I am expecting to encounter when conducting 

interviews with former East German media practitioners (see Chapter 3).

Seen in (historical) context, this institutionalized creation of collective memory is neither 

surprising or new. Closely connected to claims that the GDR remains a “footnote to history” 

(Zahlmann, 2010), the “Dark Germany” (Dunkeldeutschland) (Meyen, 2013), or to complaints that 

last East German government seems “to have fallen out of history” (Stuhler, 2010, 7), it is part of 

German-German history itself. The Federal Republic of Germany never recognized the GDR as a 

legitimate state but it always claimed Alleinvertretungsanspruch. This meant it represented the 

whole of Germany and constitutionally guaranteed “one German citizenship” (Schweitzer et al., 

1995). This explains book titles such as Ostdeutschland war nie etwas Natürliches (East Germany 

has never been anything natural) (Kuczynski, 2005); one might ask if any state ever was. Such 

narratives only exemplify a longer history of ideological and political outlook that can also be 

applied to delegitimizing biographies of those who have lived in this East German “anomaly” 

(Stuhler, 2010). This might partly explains why the history of German unification found in most 

books is one of Helmut Kohl (then West German chancellor), Gorbachev and Bush, not Lothar de 
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Maizière, the last and only freely elected Prime Minister of the GDR (Stuhler, 2010; Bahrmann and 

Links, 1994-c1995). 

2.4. Media Research and the GDR 

Prior to 1989 there was little interest in media in the GDR. In the Anglo-American context, 

the general focus lay on Eastern Europe as a whole and can be generally placed in the pro-Western 

paradigm (Sola Pool, 1973; Reybold and Hester, 1991). Studies on media in Germany generally 

referred to media in West Germany, while the particularity of the German-German media context 

was oftentimes ignored, or received side-note attention (Hellack, 1974; Bausch, 1980; Führer and 

Ross, 2006). If concerned with the GDR, the general notion was that GDR media functioned as an 

enclosed totalitarian propaganda system that operated within its own national borders. GDR 

citizens, therefore, were left with the little amount of information they received from the ruling 

party Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED) (Socialist Unity Party) (Naftzinger, 1994; 

Gumbert, 2014).

In (West) Germany, research on mass media in the GDR differed only in that some attention 

was given the the influence of West German broadcast media, which, by 1989, could be received by 

90% of the East German population (Meyen, 2003). Research done shortly after 1989, however, 

almost exclusively deals with the crucial role West German news media played in the political 

events leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall (Brüchner, 2000; Czaplicki, 2000). Media researcher 

Kurt Hesse (1990), in fact, concluded that West German media had a central significance on the 

eventual fall of the socialist regime. 

Michael Meyen (2001, 2003, 2003a), however, criticizes the ways in which current research 

overestimates this influence. He stresses that people’s agency did not depend on media per se. 

Furthermore, Meyen argues against research that polarizes media consumption in the GDR by 

making it an either/or question (people watched either East or West German TV, not both). Pointing 
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out that it were both, Meyen (2003) documents how East Germans dealt with media messages from 

West Germany in complex and contradictory ways. In this way, Meyen’s work complicates 

dominant narratives that stress East Germans’ dependence on, and their uncritical acceptance of 

“free” news from West Germany. 

News media are also of main concern for the research conducted on domestic GDR media. 

Since news media in the GDR were centrally controlled, and state officials continuously stressed 

the importance of media for the building of socialism (Holzweißig, 1983; Dussel, 1999), popular 

research topics are the information control of the SED, institutional inflictions of journalism, 

censorship, and the strong ideological content news media (Goss, 1980; Hesse, 1988; Lemke, 1991; 

Reck, 1995; Arnold, 2002; Holzweißig, 2008; Machill et al., 2010, Gumbert, 2014). Only slowly do 

East German entertainment media and the internationalization of the East German media landscape 

during the late 1970s receive greater attention (Dittmar and Vollberg, 2002, Meyen 2003, 

Zahlmann, 2010). International market forces remain completely outside of the research paradigm. 

2.5. Media and the Post-Wall Decade

Generally, the post-Wall period is framed as a process of transition from a state controlled 

dictatorial information apparatus to that of a privately (and publicly) owned media system in the 

democratic society of a unified Germany (Führer and Ross, 2006; Schneider, 2002, 2004). Studies 

that emerged on the transition of  post-socialist countries as a whole, generally treat East Germany 

as an exceptional case due to its integration into the Federal Republic of Germany (Reybold and 

Hester, 1991). 

In political science and communication research, these analyses focus on the close 

connection between political participation, media coverage and public opinion in former socialist 

countries (Hamilton, 1990; Mason 1996; Kluegel, Wegener and Mason, 1995). Though considerable 

attention is given to their contradictory outcomes, such as Neo-Nazism and populism (Eckert, 
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Schütrumpf and Plato, 1991; Barker, 1998), political disintegration (Conradt, 1995; Wielgohs and 

Wiesenthal, 1997), and post-communist elites (Yoder, 1999; Padgett, 2000), it is the assemblage of 

freedoms that are celebrated as the gain of democracy over an authoritarian socialist regime 

(Kluegel, Wegener and Mason, 1995; Mason, 1996; Green, 2008; Culver, 2012). 

The downfall of the these studies is that they oftentimes convey the impression that the 

political exists as a distinct sphere, detached from and outside of historical material realities. Similar 

accounts focusing on the role of “culture” in German history, on the other hand, approach culture as 

a distinct but cohesive subject of its own separate from society at large (Kolinsky and van der Will, 

1998).  

Research on the transforming media system in East Germany during the post-Wall era is 

essentially non-existent in the U.S. and very rare in Germany. While leaving out East German 

media in the events leading to the Fall of the Berlin Wall might seem obvious since media were part 

of the socialist system (Riedel, 1993; Czaplicki, 2000), one would expect this to be the reason for 

more research interest on its transition. After all, the GDR media was, next to the party regime, the 

primary target of reform in 1989 (Reybold and Hester, 1991). 

Studies that have been done on the transition of the broadcast system generally discuss its 

integration into the West German “dual broadcasting system” (see Chapter 3.3.1.) (BpB, 2012). 

With reference to the transition of the press, the statistical work of Walter J. Schütz (2004, 2006, 

2008) is helpful. He documents the explosion of print media in 1990, the decrease in numbers 

throughout the next five years and the slow increase of press concentration on the East German 

market throughout the 1990s. Communication researcher Beate Schneider (2002, 2004), on the 

other hand, shows how former East German media outlets were taken over by the West German 

industry and public institutions. The overall conclusion of both, however, is a positive one. 

Schneider (2004) emphasizes the more varied and democratic media landscape that now allowed 

East Germans greater access to information (2004). Both, Schneider and Schütz, do not critically 
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address issues that come with the concentration of socio-economic power in the media industry.

This is where my project ties in. The transition of the East German press system to a press 

market has yet to be studied in its historical context. Looking at its socio-economic underpinnings 

and the vested interests of East and West German economic and political interest groups 

complicates current narratives of media and democracy (Gunther and Mughan, 2000). Furthermore, 

including alternative approaches that were envisioned for a democratic press in East Germany 

might open up space between the limiting democracy-dictatorship antagonism. This fills a more 

general void in German academia since the political economy of media and communication does 

not exist as an established research frame for a historical, qualitative analysis in German 

communication research.

3. Theory, Methods and Problems

This section begins by giving an overview of my project’s  theoretical frame and the 

theoretical problems it engages with, such as the structure-agency debate, the writing of history and 

the transformation/transition narrative. Secondly, it sketches the methodologies and sources. The 

latter is work in progress; what I offer here is a preliminary overview of archives, semi-primary 

sources and interview partners (also see appendix). Thirdly, this section lists some of the problems I 

am expecting to encounter during my fieldwork, such as issues of language.

3.1. Theoretical Considerations

Though my project is concerned with the post-socialist East German media landscape, its 

theoretical outlook is firmly based in the Anglo-American context of the critical political economy 

of media and communication. What Dan Schiller (1999a) calls “radical” and others call “critical” 

political economy of communication, Vincent Mosco (2009) defines as “the study of the social 

relations, particularly power relations that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and 
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consumption of resources, including communication resources” (24). Core elements are concerns 

with social change and history, social totality, moral philosophy and praxis. 

This focus, of course, does not claim exclusivity for the “critical” perspective in media and 

communication studies.3 The political economy perspective does have blindspots but it is “powerful 

for explaining macro structures and their relationship with larger, global institutions in human 

society” (Lent, 1995, 70). By engaging with interdisciplinary literature, my project aims to 

outbalance possible shortfalls of this theoretical agenda. 

In contrast to German approaches to political economy, the emphasis of my project does not 

lie on theory but on analyzing the political economic conditions of a specific historical moment. 

Thus, the basic assumption of my project is that media (institutions) do not exist as distinct and 

enclosed (democratic) entities detached from the historical material realities of their times. Rather, 

following the studies of McChesney (1993, 2008) and Schiller (1992, 1999), my project stresses 

that the material conditions and socio-democratic realities within – and upon – which media 

institutions act matter to understand their institutionalization. Media systems always are the 

products of policies and socio-economic realities that prioritize certain interests and leave out 

others.

3.1.1. The Writing of History

Walter McDougall (1985) points to the criticism historians face when concerned with a 

period “too recent to be susceptible to ‘serious’ historical treatment” (xv). This criticism partly 

stems from the fact that contemporary historians may not have access to all the sources to draw an 

all-inclusive picture of the time period in question. Secondly, it relates to personal perspective and 

involvement that may skew the historian’s objectivity. McDougall, however, rightly asks,  “how can 

3  Raymond Williams stresses that the term “critical” “has become a very difficult word” to define because it is used 
in a variety of ways and in a wide range of scholarly enterprises with different shades and meanings, to a degree 
“that the label…risks losing its meaning altogether.” Manjunath Pendakur states that “[c]ritical research in 
communication is a broad category encompassing divergent methodologies, approaches, and theoretical 
assumptions,” generally relating to the political economy or cultural studies paradigm (in Lent, 1995, 99-101 and 
67-68).
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any perspective be more ‘right’ than any other” (xv)? All historians present their own rational over 

the unfolding of history by asking questions and interpreting sources according to their own view of 

the world (Betts, 2010). Furthermore, the control over sources, and the framing of narratives by 

prioritizing certain voices and leaving out others give historians considerable power in the creation 

of particular sets of memory. “Objectivity,” therefore, is possible only by revealing one’s own 

“positionality” (Berger, 2002).

In a previous section, I laid open my personal background in German-German history. 

However, while I am East German, familiar with the language and the socio-culture context, I am 

also an outsider who is writing for the U.S. American context. This puts my project into a unique 

position. After all, it is the spatial and temporal distance to (academia in) Germany that allows this 

project to take a fresh look at post-Wall history. Both, the inside and outside perspective are needed 

to access resources that would otherwise be unavailable. That I, in the end, interpret what I find 

through the eyes of an East German does not make my project more biased than that of a West 

German who writes about the German-German context without admitting to a West German 

perspective. 

The aim of my project is not to write or postulate an “East German version” of post-Wall 

German media history or to claim for an all-inclusive account of what happened. Rather, it is a start 

and a reevaluation of an important time period from a transatlantic perspective. This is important 

because it is a thin line between applying critical theory and facing allegations of Ostalgia.

3.1.2. Agency and Structure

There are several ways to approach the fall of Communism and the subsequent 

transformation of Eastern Europe in the 1990s. In what political scientists call the agency-structure 

debate, the approach that highlights the ways in which the people’s resistance shaped history 

underlines the peoples’ “quest for freedom” (Krooth & Vladimirovitz, 1993) that brought down 
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Communism; it was the peoples’ choice to “make new and unexpected choices, to opt for self-

determination and not further acquiescence. … [the] choices for freedom” (Maier, 1997, xv). If this 

is the starting point from which to explore the unfolding of history in the East German context, we 

need to clarify a number of questions before moving further.

First, and most essential, who were “the people” that made history and what sorts of 

freedom did they demonstrate for? Did these freedoms automatically translate (as is often the 

underlying implication) into those of the “‘free’ Western world” of capitalist democracy? How 

successfully were they fought for, and how successfully implemented? These questions matter if the 

goal is to understand the complexities of social reality that lets various groups of people make 

different choices for different reasons. 

 Second, by including the “web of institutions that structure choice” (Maier, 1997, xv) the 

focus shifts to the institutional, political and economic boundaries within which people exercise 

agency. These boundaries must be situated within the material realities of the specific historical 

moment. Maier (1997) argues that the “events of 1989 established so compelling a case for the 

power of both,” (structural) long-term pressures and conscious choices of people (xv). Of course, 

people made choices before, and institutional boundaries remained also during and after the  period 

of fundamental structural change. The question must be what sort of boundaries ceased to exist, 

which ones remained and which ones were newly introduced, and in whose socio-political and 

economic interests did this transition take place? My project will consider these questions.

3.1.3. The Transformation/Transition Narrative

Though “transformation” or '”transition” are the terms commonly used to describe the rapid 

socio-economic and political changes that let to the unification of Germany and continued thereafter 

(Siebert, 1992; Otte, 1994; Spangenberg, 1998; Jovanović, 2007), seen in historical context, 

“integration” is a more useful way to think about it. This is because “integration” points to political-
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economic agendas and material realities that led this “transition” or “transformation” phase 

according to well-established norms of an expanding Western political economy (Pickel and 

Wiesenthal, 1997). These set new boundaries within which people could exercise their agencies. 

In the case of East Germany it was signalized already early 1990 that it was to become part 

of West Germany (Stuhler, 2010). That meant it was to be integrated into the socio-political and 

economic structures of a Western model of a capitalist democracy. However, the unification of 

Germany that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall was not its inevitable outcome (Bahrmann and 

Links, 1994-c1995), and so weren’t the political and institutional steps taken towards its integration. 

The term “transition,” therefore, is misleading in that it suggests that reform happened within and 

out of itself, as a linear process of progress without paying sufficient attention to power as a social 

force. 

By looking at what happened in the historical reality of its time, my project aims to analyze 

the historical context of post-Wall Germany. Closely connected, one needs to ask what alternatives 

were imagined and what other sorts of outcome were fought for by different interest groups? The 

fact that these alternatives voices were not victorious does not justify their exclusion from history. 

The goal of my project is to include voices of East Germans who were actively engaged in changing 

the media landscape but that have fallen out of narrative of post-Wall media history. 

3.2. Methods

This project is based on qualitative work that gives context to quantitative findings. Firmly 

grounded in historical research, it is based on archival research, qualitative interviews (with policy 

makers, journalists and other interest holders) and qualitative content analysis of news reports. 

The methods described by Gunn and Faire (2012), and Ramsey (2010) provide the 

foundation for the archival work, and the qualitative analysis of texts. The Interviews are topic-

related and are not “timeline or lifeline interviews” (Adriansen, 2012) in approach or ethnographical 
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in method. Though personal narratives of interviewees will necessarily come up, the main purpose 

is to receive information that directly relate to my research questions. The methodological 

guidelines are provided by Jandura, Quandt and Vogelgesang (2011).

Quantitative approaches will be central in tracing the growing market shares of private (and 

public) media institutions in East Germany, as well as in documenting the (lack of) public debate 

around issues of media policy reform. Secondary literature and news reports will be central to fill 

gaps, and to place my findings into their historical context.

3.2.1. Sources

So far I have been to the German National Archives in Berlin, and the private archives of the 

Springer publishing company. The National Archives hold the material of the East German Ministry 

of Media Policies that existed only in the year 1990. There is no collection of the Ministry itself but 

its material is part of several collections of the Council of Ministers or Central Committee 

(Zentralkomittee). The Springer archives hold material relating to the pre- and post-Wall dealings of 

the publishing house with East Germany. I am also in contact with the archives of the Bertelsmann 

foundation, the ZBW Leibniz-Informationszentrum Wirtschaft (Center for Information on the 

Economy) and DATEV eG (Communication provider) (see appendix). The holdings of the archives 

of the Bayerischer Rundfunk focus on media coverage of the 1990, the archives of the Thüringer 

Allgemeine Zeitung, Neue Deutschland and Berliner Zeitung hold material on the papers’ history 

throughout the 1990s (see appendix).

I was also given files by Mr. Bachman, former East German journalist and correspondent in 

West Germany for Allgemeiner Deutscher Nachrichtendienst (ADN) (the East German press 

agency), and a member of the round-table for media reform in 1990. These records contain media 

policy reform scripts and drafts, protocols of the meetings between East German policy makers and 

West German media companies, and internal correspondence between state officials.
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Furthermore, I interviewed and will continue to interview former journalists, editors, 

politicians, policy makers and round-table members (see appendix). I have started to collect (but not 

yet analyzed) a variety of news reports starting from 1989, from the East German Neue 

Deutschland and ADN, and the West German national papers Spiegel, Frankfurter Allgemeine 

Zeitung and Süddeutsche Zeitung. 

For the international scope my project is based on the qualitative content analysis of trade 

publications such as the Washington Post, the Financial Times, and Advertising Age. Depending on 

my resources available, I might work with the National Archives in Maryland to trace in how far the 

U.S. State Department was concerned with media policies and market options in East Germany. My 

past research in these archives on post-War Germany (1945-1955) has uncovered several files that 

documented such interest. These files also attested for the close cooperation of the State Department 

and private media enterprises, such as the film and music industry. I would be interested to see if 

similar connections and interests existed with reference to post-Wall East Germany. 

The quantitative work is largely based on the findings of Walter J. Schütz, and other 

statistical work made available by the Bureau for Statistics Berlin-Brandenburg and the Statische 

Bundesamt (Federal Bureau of Statistics), and in trade publications such as Archiv und Wirtschaft 

(Archive and Economy) or the Bertelsmann foundation’s Transformation Index: Towards 

Democracy and a Market Economy (Hillenbrand, 2006).

Currently the most pressing issues is to gain access to more archives (either of newspapers 

or publishing companies), which depends on my ability to reach more interview partners and to 

make use of their insights into resources I am currently oblivious to. Depending on what I find, I am 

open to focus on case studies of particular newspapers. These studies then would serve as 

“placeholders” for perceptions, problems and social realities more widely shared. My overall goal, 

however, is to give a detailed but complex account of the transitioning East German media 

throughout the 1990s.  
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3.3. Problems with Theory and Methods 

3.3.1. Audiences and National Contexts

Writing from within the U.S. about the German media system requires for adaptations. Due 

to differences in background knowledge about the GDR and German-German history, and diverting 

media discourses in the U.S. and Germany, my project cannot and does not aim to address 

audiences in both contexts likewise. Theoretically it is based on U.S. approaches of critical political 

economy and it therefore addresses an audience outside of Germany. 

The inherently commercial character of the U.S. media system differs from the ways in 

which “free” media are discussed and defined in Germany’s model of a “dual broadcasting system” 

(duales Rundfunksystem). Here, broadcast media are not left to market forces alone but public 

funding plays a crucial role in diversifying public opinion (Gunther and Mughan, 2000). This does 

not mean that public media institutions are not powerful interest groups of their own, rather the 

terms applied in their critique receive a different meaning. Acknowledging this difference within 

which my project is embedded, its focus lies on the press market, an entirely private enterprise also 

in Germany.

3.3.2. Language

Several studies are concerned with the crucial role of language plays in East-West divide. 

These studies document the development and use of new terms after 1989, such as Ossi (Easterner) 

or Wessi (Westerner), and the ways in which language served as a signifier for identity (Casper-

Hehne and Schweiger, 2008; Berdahl and Bunzl, 2010). Because these phrases – commonly used in 

German language and overabundant in literature – are socially constructed and culturally loaded, 

their one-on-one translation is often impossible. The challenge, therefore, lies in translating 

meaning rather than words. I am taking this task seriously, first, to accurately represent the 

perspective of interview partners, and, secondly, to give the reader insights that otherwise get lost.  
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4. Chapter Outline

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, my dissertation consists of three main parts.4 

The introduction gives (next to research questions and relevance, and a literature review) a 

historical overview of the time period in question. Furthermore it will give brief outlines of the 

media and press landscapes in East and West Germany until 1989. The goal is to give context to the 

chapters that follow, which focus on the post-1989 period. In the conclusion I will tie together the 

findings of my three chapter, place them into current discourses on media in post-socialist countries 

and countries currently in transition, and make arguments for this kind of historical research for the 

field of media and communication research in Germany.  

4.1. The International Scope

The first chapter deals with the international scope into which the (East) German case must 

to be placed. Core concern is the expansion of international capitalism in the post-socialist era. By 

sketching emerging and continuing market relations with special focus on media and, closely 

related, communications, this chapter sketches if and in how far foreign investors were interested in 

acquiring Eastern European media outlets in general, and those in East German in particular. 

Secondary literature sets the frame while qualitative content analysis of semi-primary sources offers 

the content. Particular focus is given to the U.S. trade press, such as the Financial Times, Wall 

Street Journal and Advertising Age.

4.2. The National Scope

The second part deals with the national scope, that is East and West Germany as separate but 

closely interrelated political and socio-economic entities. The overall focus of my project lies on 

4 Similar to this proposal, my project needs to clearly place itself within both academic discourses. It aims to do so, 
first, by defining the narratives surrounding the topic in both countries (dominant paradigms, approaches, problems), 
secondly, by laying out its methodological approach (difference between the U.S. and German communication 
research) and, thirdly, by clearly placing it within the transatlantic paradigm. To goal is to be able to defend its 
research outlook against critiques coming form either side. 
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this chapter, on the one hand, because it is the most complicated and, on the other, because it 

overlaps with international and local concerns. 

First, I look at media policy reform attempts of the last East German government that 

worked in close cooperation with, but also in resistance to West German policy makers. The goal is 

to give an understanding of the complex force fields this government faced. It, first, had to negotiate 

the growing political and economic pressures exercised by the West Germany. Secondly, it had to 

respond to the domestic demands of reform movements, while facing, thirdly, the challenges of a 

democracy that was in the making while simultaneously being overloaded with serious decision-

making processes. These three challenges structure the first section of this chapter. It will be based 

almost entirely on archival material that is being held in the German National Archives, in particular 

that of the press office of the Council of Minsters and the Peoples’ Parliament (see appendix). 

Interviews and news reports (see below), and secondary literature will only fill the gaps that cannot 

be closed by the content of the records themselves. 

In the second part of this chapter, I look at the newly emerging market structure in East 

Germany through the lens of an expanding West German political-economic order. Core concern is 

how these two sphere overlapped in the transformation and integration of the East German press 

into the West German system; my focus, however, lies on the expanding West German market. For 

this, I look at the strategies of the 'big four' publishing companies, that is Springer, Bauer, Guner + 

Jahr and Burda.

Currently I have access to the Springer archives, I am hoping for access to more archives 

once I am in Germany. To broaden the scope, I am also planning on working in the Bertelsmann 

archives as well as the archives of ZBW Leibniz-Informationszentrum Wirtschaft (Center for 

Information on the Economy) and DATEV eG (Communication provider). All of these institutions 

had opened branches in East Germany by early 1990. Again, interviews and qualitative content 

analysis of several East and West German newspapers and magazine (such as Spiegel, Frankfurter 
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Allgemeine Zeitung and Süddeutsche Zeitung in West Germany, and Thüringer Allgemeine Zeitung, 

Neue Deutschland and Berliner Zeitung in East Germany) give context, and sketch the (lack of) 

public discourse about media-related issues in East Germany. Trade publications such as Archiv und 

Wirtschaft add to the picture.

4.3. The Local Scope

The third part of my project deals with the local level; it shows how individuals papers and the 

people working for them experienced the transition period. I ask what sort of newly emerging 

political and economic support or pressures did they encounter, and how did ownership evolve over 

time? Particular attention is piad to local initiatives that aimed to create new press outlets. I ask how 

successful or unsuccessful they were and for what reasons. This is the frame. The content of this 

chapter, however, very much depends on the accessible archives. So far, I am planning on working 

with the Thüringer Allgemeine Zeitung (founded in 1990), Neue Deutschland (the major (party) 

paper in the GDR, still existent today) and Berliner Zeitung (a GDR paper that soon merged with 

with Guner + Jahr). I am hoping to extend this scope, mainly by looking at press outlets of 

churches, civil rights groups and reform movements. Respectively, interviews with former 

journalists, editors and owners of these papers will add to the picture and will add to the archival 

material. 

5. Tentative Findings and Contributions

The contribution of my project to the field of media and communication research lies in its 

research outlook, its transatlantic approach (see Chapter 3) and in the fact that its topic has received 

virtually no attention in literature (see Chapter 2). 

My project differentiates between agency and achievement, that is it acknowledges that 

people (also those who were unsuccessful) claimed agency for reasons that fell out of history. 
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Approaching this issue through the writing of media history, my project aims to include the voices 

of media reformers. It, thereby, sheds light on competing memories, and the ways in which 

communication research has or has not taken them into account in the construction of post-socialist 

media history.

The dominant narrative in literature is that the process of the German-German unification 

brought media freedom to the East German population. The documentation I have found so far 

complicates this narrative. Already in 1990, East German policy makers from various backgrounds 

and in close cooperation with West German policy advisers, after months of intense work, had 

drafted concrete media policies there were to build a democratic media system in East Germany. 

These papers have been described by (West) German observers as exemplary policy documents for 

a democratic, pluralistic and independent media and press system (Bachman, 1995). It is, therefore, 

surprising that they were instantly forgotten with the German unification. 

 Furthermore, the archival material reveals great tensions between political imperatives of 

the press envisioned by the East German round-table and the economic pressures exercised by West 

German publishers. Put differently, during period between 1989 and 1991, East German policy 

makers struggled with the material and socio-political realities created by various West German 

(public and commercial) interest groups. Especially private media institutions worked, at times, in 

direct opposition and/or around the statutes set in the political arena. 

In particular the “big four” were actively engaged in reforming the East German press 

landscape by dividing the East German media market among themselves before political initiatives 

had any chance of significant influence. This gave the publishing companies significant political 

influence, not the least because 1990 was an election year in West Germany. The East German 

question became a Wahlkampffrage (the core topic during election campaign) and West German 

politics played a crucial role in the ways East German reformers framed their goals (Stuhler, 2010). 

In fact, Ralf Bachman claims that West German politicians, in need of good media coverage 
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during the election period, were more willing to give West German media outlets, such as Springer, 

favorable deals in East Germany (interview, 2013). These deals, made in a time of general turmoil, 

were made “among friends” and with little public accountability. This led the East German 

chairman of the negotiations with the “big four” claim that “the monopoly of socialism was now 

being replaced with the monopoly of capitalism” (Protocol, 1990).  In my dissertation, I want to 

find out in how far this is true.

On the other hand, the leaders of reform movements soon warned of tendencies of fast 

change and the convenient take-over of East Germany by West German public and private 

institutions. Generally led by East German intellectuals, these movements pushed for caution, 

emphasizing that true change required time and thoughtful political discourse. Part of this process 

was the creation of own newspapers in 1990 (VIG, 1991). Though generally left out of the few 

historical accounts dealing with this period, the goal of my project is to give these initiatives a valid 

share in history.

By writing this history, and by laying open the political economic force fields that helped 

shape the socio-economic realities of an emerging media market, my project questions ahistorical 

but dominant assumptions about the working of media systems in Western democracies. It fills a 

gap in the academic landscape of German media and communication research by taking fresh look 

at a period of German-German history generally regarded as having been studied in-depth.

My project shows that, regardless the political system, the fight for liberation and 

emancipation has always entailed struggle. The intention of my project is not to be apologetic about 

totalitarian communism or state controlled media but to extract a sense of resistance to that what is 

commonly accepted as a convenient status quo. If I had one wish, I would hope that this project 

might inspire other young academics particularly in Germany to realize that, likewise, resisting 

academic strictures is a prerequisite for intellectual growth.
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Appendix

The list below gives an overview of the (potential) archives, interview partners and papers that serve as 
sources from my project. This list is current for February 2014 only; it will most definitely change the further 
my research progresses.

Archives

German National Archives / Berlin, hold records of the:

• Press Office of the Council of Ministers/Central Committee: Media (DC 9/7)

• Press Office of the Council of Ministers/Central Committee : Licenses (DC 9/3)

• policy documents, protocolls, internal correspondence of the Peoples’ Parliament, tenth legislative 
period (1990) 

• Cabinet announcements (I-3)

• records of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED) (Socialist Unity Party), the ruling 
party in the GDR

Springer Publishing Company Archives / Berlin, hold records of:

• influences of the publishing house on the GDR (via broadcasting and print)

• references to market shares and strategies in Germany post 1989

Possible Future Archives

• Bertelsmann foundation: a private archive that holds records upon which the study Transformation 
Index: Towards Democracy and a Market Economy (Hillenbrand, 2006) is based. This study 
documents the emergence of a media and press market in East Germany, and its integration/take-
over by different West German media institutions. 

• ZBW Leibniz-Informationszentrum Wirtschaft (Center for Information on the Economy): A private 
archive that holds collections of market developments in Germany. 

• DATEV eG (Communication provider): A private archive that holds records on early market shares 
of the company in East Germany starting in 1990.  

• Bayerischer Rundfunk (Bavarian Broadcasting Station): a public archive that holds an extensive 
collection of the media coverage from 1989 onwards.

• Bureau for Statistics Berlin-Brandenburg and Statische Bundesamt (Federal Bureau of Statistics)

Newspaper Archives

Neue Deutschland (New Germany): The major party paper in the GDR, still existent today

Berliner Zeitung (Berlin Paper): GDR paper that merged with Guner + Jahr in 1989

Thüringer Allgemeine Zeitung (Thuringia General Paper): located in Erfurt, Thuringia, the paper was 
founded in 1990

Interview Partners

Bachmann, Ralf: retired journalist, former correspondent in West Germany for ADN, member of round table 
for media reform in 1990

Glücksmann, Anselm: media activist and reformer, secretary of the working group Journalism and Film in 
1990, expert consultant to the Media Commission 1990 
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Meyer, Wolfgang: government spokesman and head of the press office, 1989-1990

Müller, Gottfried: Minister of Media Policies (March 1990 - October 1990) of the last GDR government 

Prager, Lutz: chief editor (Local) of the Thüringer Allgemeine Zeitung, journalist during the founding of 
paper in 1990

Possible Interview Partners

Members of the East German legislative commission early 1990 (selection): Prof. Kleinwächter, Mr. 
Odermann, Dr. Lübchen, Pastor Günther 

Becker, Manfred: State Secretary in 1990, part of the legislative commission

Fürstner, Wolfgang: representative of Association of German Publishing Companies during the negotiations 
with the East German Ministry of Media Policy mid-1990. 

Heidenreich, Peter: representative of the Bauer publishing company during the negotiations with the East 
German Ministry of Media Policy mid-1990. 

Hilbertz, Rolf: representative of Burda during the negotiations with the East German Ministry of Media 
Policy mid-1990. 

Keiser, Horst: representative of Springer during the negotiations with the East German Ministry of Media 
Policy mid-1990. 

Wickmann, Rolf: representative of Guner+Jahr during the negotiations with the East German Ministry of 
Media Policy mid-1990. 

Wünsche, Kurt: Minister of Justice, head of the Media Commission 1990 

Semi-Primary Sources

United States 

Financial Times, Wall Street Journal, Advertising Age

West Germany

national papers: Spiegel, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung. 

East Germany

Thüringer Allgemeine Zeitung (local), Neue Deutschland (national), Berliner Zeitung (local)
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