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abSTRacT Using the example of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) the present study asks how 

mass media shape collective memory. How do reports in German media on the GDR affect communicative 

memory? To answer these questions, the present study is grounded in the theory of collective memory and 

relies on more than 20 focus groups in very different social settings. Today’s mass media content on the 

GDR is almost always about dictatorship. This is why some East Germans do not find their picture of the 

past within the media and do not feel at home in reunited Germany, yet.
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InTRoDUcTIon

Using the example of the German democratic republic (Gdr), the present paper 
asks how mass media shape communicative memory. the case of the Gdr is of particular 
interest for two reasons. First of all, like eastern europe, spain, and Portugal as well as 
south africa and some parts of south america (i.e. argentina, Brazil, and Chile) reunited 
Germany had to (re-) build its collective identity after a long period of dictatorship. as in 
the above named regions with communist, military, fascist or apartheid regimes, people 
see the past in different ways and invest them with different memories and ideas – at least 
as long as witnesses and former opponents are still alive. remembering the moments 
of jubilation in 1989 at the Berlin Wall, today’s rise of nostalgia in both the east and the 
West is quite surprising (Knabe, 2009). It goes without saying that the picture of every 
dictatorship is a battleground and that mass media play an important role in this fight 
which leads to the second reason for choosing the Gdr as an example. In contrast to 
almost all other countries with similar experiences in the recent past, people who lived 
in the communist part of Germany are a minority in their now much larger homeland. 
after a public demand to rid professions of communist staff, an estimated one in two Gdr 
journalists left the profession (Boyer, 2005: 195), research found that from the early 1990s, 
the Gdr image in German media is about dictatorship almost exclusively (meyen, 2013). 
How do those very homogenous media reports affect the communicative memory in 
different social settings? 

to answer this question, following jan assmann (1995) and aleida assmann (1995), the 
present paper distinguishes between cultural memory as represented, for example, in the 
mass media and communicative memory. the communicative memory was collected in 
27 focus groups in very different environments. the key outcome is the existence of a gap 
between cultural and communicative memory. therefore, the idea that communicative 
memory gradually becomes media-based cultural memory, is considered too simple. on 
the contrary, at least in the Gdr case, this is true only for the ones matching the ruling 
discourses of the time. Before going into the details of the research design and results, the 
next section outlines the appropriate theoretical framework. 

coLLEcTIvE MEMoRy, MaSS MEDIa, 
anD ThE EXaMPLE oF ThE GDR

there is no doubt that, from the end of the 1980s, the humanities and social sciences 
have faced a memory boom (misztal, 2005: 1321). although the numerous studies come 
from different disciplinary perspectives and although a wide variety of labels describing 
the phenomenon is available throughout the literature (erll and nünning, 2005; Hirst 
and echterhoff, 2008; Kansteiner, 2002; szpunar, 2012: 1202; zelizer, 1995; zelizer, 2008), 
most approaches share two starting points. First, following maurice Halbwachs (1925) 
they emphasize the social nature of memory and the role of everyday communication 
in that regard. Halbwachs’ notion of cadres sociaux (social frames) claims that even 
the most personal memory is a collective one. secondly, memory and remembering, 
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whether combined with the term collected, cultural, social, or collective (szpunar, 2012: 
1202), are evaluated since there is an obvious link to collective identity (Hall, 1999). It is 
the focus on identity that justifies memory research (Kansteiner, 2002: 184). according 
to anthony Giddens (1991), to quote only one of the modern identity theorists, the self 
is neither something that is just given nor a collection of traits, but has to be reflexively 
made. Following Giddens, identity is to be found in the capacity to keep a particular 
narrative going. that means we have to integrate external events and representations 
into the ongoing story about ourselves. It is easy to see how memory and remembering 
are intertwined. Individual and collective experiences of the past are part of our identity, 
understood as the very personal story about us that we belief in, as are our interpretations 
of day-to-day interactions with family and friends. Consequently, as Piotr szpunar (2012: 
1202) put it, collective memory is more than a body of knowledge: it has to be reviewed 
and revised constantly and is, hence, processual (zelizer, 1995).  

there is also a consensus that collective memory and remembering could not exist 
without media. this includes memory talks in families and photo albums, as well as history 
and story books, museums, and other physical representations of the past such as Pierre 
nora’s famous commemoration sites (nora, 1996). However, quite surprisingly, modern 
mass media are hardly taken into consideration in memory research (Kansteiner, 2002; 
zelizer, 2008) although there is evidence of journalists’ agency in the memory shaping 
processes. Using generational labels in leading Us newsmagazines, Carolyn Kitch (2003: 
198), for example, showed that journalists “create cultural stereotypes” and define “groups, 
events and phenomena”. For Barbie zelizer, journalists “act as sleuths of the past” since the 
past “offers a point of comparison, an opportunity for analogy, an invitation to nostalgia 
and a redress to earlier events”. However, “journalism is not often cited by scholars as an 
obvious source of memory work” (zelizer, 2008: 80-82). 

one of the reasons for this gap is memory studies’ strong roots in academic disciplines 
that do not contain a focus on public communication, such as ancient history, sociology, 
and philosophy. It’s not just maurice Halbwachs or Pierre nora who, conceptualizing 
their work on memory did not think of modern mass media. state-of-the-art research 
on that topic seems impossible without a reference to the German egyptologists aleida 
assmann (1995) and jan assmann (1995) who use quite a different notion of media. In 
contrast to mainstream communication studies, here media are seen as memory stores 
and carriers of meaning only. In assmanns’ theory, media such as the pyramids of egypt, 
the epics of Homer, the Bible, or canonical texts of national art and literature guarantee 
communication over long periods of time; far beyond a single person’s lifetime. In this 
paradigm, the main media effect is on the quality of storage: How do societies with an 
oral tradition differ from those with a written one? looking at ancient egypt or similar 
societies and events from very old times, it seems that it is not in fact necessary to include 
the memory shaping power of mass media. In those cases, cultural memory such as 
that represented in memorials, museums, books or files that survive the times has long 
become collective memory. then, films, editorials, or magazine stories are indeed no 
more than media of circulation through large populations and cues evoking discussions 
on the covered events. 
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However, those conversations about historical periods are different from commu-
nicative memory. according to aleida and jan assmann, communicative memory is 
grounded in wisdom and tied to interactions between the living and gradually becomes 
media-based cultural memory. dealing with contemporary history, this approach is not 
broad enough and leaves out at least two critical points. First, communicative memory 
and cultural memory could exist side by side. While offenders, victims and witnesses of the 
above mentioned dictatorships are still alive, museums are already built and textbooks 
already written. the question is, whose memories become cultural memory?  

secondly, for communication research newspapers, magazines, and tv broadcasts 
are even more important memory agents. Covering the past, mass media do not just 
deliver memory cues (aleida and jan assmann), cadres sociaux (social frames, Halbwachs), 
“sleuths to the past” (zelizer), “facts”, or a path to historical “knowledge”. at the very same 
time, influencing both memory workers such as historians, politicians, museum staff, or 
teachers and “ordinary people” whether eyewitnesses or people born later, journalists 
take part in the battle about the power to define cultural memory (figure 1). that is 
especially true for key media which are an important source for the climate of opinion 
(noelle-neumann, 1993). journalists select and frame events and agents according to 
both media logic (altheide, 2004) and their very own role perceptions (donsbach, 2008). 
the question is, how do those representations of the past influence both communicative 
memory and other media of cultural memory?

Figure 1. 
mass media in Collective memory’s Production Processes

It is the unique constellation of different experiences that makes the Gdr’s repre-
sentation in re-united Germany’s collective memory so fascinating. Former communists, 
other supporters of the eastern regime, their opponents, and the silent majority of people 

aSSMannS‘ MEDIa oF cULTURaL MEMoRy
academic literature
museums, memorials, commemoration sites and events
textbooks, novels …

MaSS MEDIa
Key media: Der Spiegel, Faz, Die Zeit …
other media (Print, Internet, tv …)

coMMUnIcaTIvE MEMoRy
Family and friends: grandparents, parents, neighbors, peers
school and education: teachers, peers
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who were indifferent back then, live not just side by side with their children and grand-
children who know the Gdr only from hearsay, but also with West Germans which can be 
differentiated by generations and political camps as well as by their connections to the 
east. In other words, in the present case study we can compare eyewitnesses from both 
east and West, their offspring who should have access to the memories of parents and 
grandparents as well as to the mass media’s representations from the past, and people 
who take their Gdr image mainly from mass media, training institutions, and assmanns’ 
media of cultural memory. 

therefore, knowing mass media’s meta-message (meyen, 2013), it should be possible 
to get an idea on whether – and if so, how – media content shapes collective memory. 
Fortunately, there is a lot of research available on images, places, and the politics of Gdr 
remembrance. summarizing that literature as well as the public debates raised by the 
recommendations of an experts’ commission in 2006 on how the topic should dealt with 
in the future, the historian martin sabrow (2009: 18-20) distinguished three ideal Gdr 
memory types:

1. dictatorship, focused on oppression and its courageous overcoming in the peaceful 
revolution of 1989. In this remembrance mode, the notorious stasi is more important 
than nursery care and kindergarten. Here, the Gdr is all about offenders, victims, and 
resistance or, to put it differently, the Gdr is the contrasting foil for the Western model 
emphasizing the rule of law, freedom, and democracy. It goes without saying that this 
memory type dominates the public space in Germany today (sabrow, 2009: 18).
2. arrangement, combining power and everyday world, talking about self-assertion 
under rough conditions, and, therefore, increasing east Germans’ pride in surviving. 
according to sabrow (2009: 19), this ideal memory type is very vivid in east Germany 
today.
3. Progress, starting with the nazi period and the contrast between east and West after 
World War II, going to today’s wars and the global financial crises and maintaining the 
idea of socialism as a legitimate alternative to capitalist societies. not surprisingly, this 
memory type is especially cultivated by former Gdr elites.

With minor exceptions, from the early 1990s on, media content on the Gdr is very 
close to the dictatorship memory type as described by sabrow (meyen, 2013). this applies 
to the subjects (stasi, missing freedom of travel, the state of lawlessness, economic 
mismanagement, doping, peaceful revolution), to the quoted agents (mostly victims of 
communism and protagonists from 1989 such as marianne Birthler, joachim Gauck, Wolf 
Biermann, Bärbel Bohley, or markus meckel; sometimes even as authors) as well as to the 
used language (metaphors for the Gdr: cheese cover, prison, stale air, omnipresent terror 
represented by the octopus stasi). 

there is ample evidence that the Gdr’s public image is related to general political 
trends in reunified Germany. From this perspective, the memory construction process 
is serving those in power (Herf, 1997; Wolfrum, 2001; müller, 2002). one might even go 
further and address the creation of collective memories to nazism and communism by 
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conservative politicians since Chancellor Helmut Kohl took over in 1982. as far as the 
dissemination of appropriate images is concerned, there can be no doubt that key media 
such as the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung or the news magazine Der Spiegel played a 
decisive role in this process. a highly emblematic example was Federal President Christian 
Wulff’s 2010 speech commemorating the twentieth anniversary of re-unification. 
according to Wulff, Germans’ joint remembrance of historical events consists of exactly 
two components – first, freedom bell’s sound which could be heard 20 years ago and, 
second, all the resistant efforts against dictatorship. one day after the speech, the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung published the complete text (meyen, 2013: 74-75). However, 
the present paper does not explore the memory-power nexus but rather the effects of 
media reports on communicative memory. to put the Gdr’s mass media representation 
in a nutshell: even in nonpolitical articles with a Gdr reference it is almost impossible to 
avoiding any hint of the Berlin Wall and the secret police. against this background, the 
research question becomes more precise: What do the “memory consumers” (Kansteiner, 
2002) from the various German memory communities do with the media content focusing 
on remembering the Gdr almost solely as a dictatorship?  

RESEaRch DESIGn

Communicative memory, as the name says, is created while talking with others (family 
members, neighbors, in school etc.). Following this theoretical idea, we used focus groups 
in order to ascertain the communicative memory of Germans today and the influence of 
mass media’s coverage of the Gdr on their image of the Gdr. We conducted 27 focus 
groups in very different social settings. the selection procedure guarantees a sample 
including all major kinds of historical experiences (table 1). 

therefore, we looked for people with personal memories of the nazi era, people who 
were raised in the time of division, and youngsters who barely remember the fall of the 
Berlin wall. the other selection criteria (origin: east, West; gender; attitudes towards the 
regime before 1989 defined by social position or career) worked on the same principle. 
In most focus groups we had four to six participants. the interviewers were students who 
received an extensive training in a master’s seminar at the University of munich, including 
the Gdr’s history, German-German relationships, memory theory, and qualitative research. 
those students were responsible for the recruitment as well. on condition that personal 
relationships to the interviewees are not allowed and according to quotas, they used their 
networks. almost all of the 27 groups were highly homogeneous (i.g. four students born in 
east Germany or, to mention a second example, five West German men from the Bavarian 
countryside in their 50s). In some cases, we even had natural groups (existing in everyday 
lives).  
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table 1. focus group interviewees (n=122)

the topics of the interview guidelines are rooted in collective memory theory as well 
as in the ideas of mass media influence as outlined in previous chapter:

>the image of the Gdr before the wall came down (i.e. the interviewees’ life stories);
>the significance of the topic and the Gdr’s image today;
>Perceived media representations (important movies, museums, lead articles, or books

on the topic; recommendations for young people; criticism on so-called ostalgie shows 
on private tv channels);

>other sources of cultural memory.

as for analyzing the focus groups, we followed a theory-driven approach which is 
different from any classically grounded theory and different from hermeneutics. our 
procedure could best be described as ‘theoretical coding’, using our theoretical concept to 
interpret the qualitative data (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). the analytical categories were 
taken from both michel Foucault’s discourse analysis and martin sabrow’s ideal memory 
types. our way of analyzing qualitative data included six steps: (1) data management, 
(2) close reading, (3) describing and condensing the meanings, (4) classifying by coding 
the statements, (5) interpreting by contextualizing the statements and (6) representing 
the data (Cresswell, 2007: 156-157). Finally, we developed a portrait of each interviewee, 
using the theoretical categories and paying special attention to silences, contradictions, 
double entendres, metaphors and social desirability. each interview was analyzed by 
both researchers and the respective interviewers and subsequently discussed. Finally, we 
compared the different portraits.

a typology has two aims: to describe different sorts of behavior, and by contrasting the 
types, to identify those factors that influence it. Before starting, we needed dimensions 
that could grasp the similarities and difference between types (Kluge, 2000). after the 

Women

men 

abitur*

no abitur*

30 and younger 

31-50 years

51-70 years

71 plus

total 

18

12

11

19

6

7

6

11

30

17 

13

17

13

10

12

7

1

30

1

2

3

-

3

-

-

-

3

24 

35

24

35

15

18

20

6

59

60

20

55

67

34

37

33

18

122

origin east move from 
east to West

move from 
West to east

origin West total 

* In Germany only those students who finish Gymnasium are allowed to take the final exam called 
abitur which entitles them to enroll at University.
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theoretical coding of the interviews, we detected that the interviewees’ Gdr stories 
varied widely in terms of
>significance (How important the Gdr topic is for the reflexive work on the story about 
   ourselves?; Giddens, 1991) and
>Gdr evaluation. While the dictatorship memory was present in every single focus group, 
   the interviewees differed in terms of remembering arrangement and progress.

In the second step, we used the concept of attributed space (lazarsfeld and Barton, 
1951) to gain an overview of all the potential combinations of our dimensions and started 
sorting the interviewees’ portraits. With each new portrait, we decided whether he/
she was similar to any of the others sorted previously or whether he/she represented a 
completely new case in our attributed space. to obtain the second aim of a typology, 
we looked for positional, demographic and other lifestyle characteristics shared by the 
different types. Finally, we characterized the types, seeking to find appropriate names 
(Figure 2).

MEDIaS’ InFLUEncE on GERMany’S coMMUnIcaTIvE MEMoRy 
oF ThE GDR

the recruitment process already revealed a noticeable impact of the mass media’s Gdr 
image on communicative memory. a lot of potential interviewees had no desire to take 
part in the focus groups. the reasons they gave were quite similar and obviously rooted in 
the dictatorship media reports during the last 20 years: “everything that can be said has 
already been said”. However, the Germans are well aware of the public discourse of the 
past and have internalized at least parts of it. on the one hand, literally all participants, 
for example, reject the Gdr sporting system and its stars and ascribe to journalism the 
task of keeping alive the dictatorship experience. so, all German memory communities 
praise the movie The Lives of Others, east Germans because of local stars like Ulrich mühe 
and realistic everyday life representations and West Germans because, for many of them, 
the Gdr and secrete police are almost the same. on the other hand, major media issues 
and agents such as the uprising from 1953, the stasi documentation authority, and east 
German activists and intellectuals were at no point referred to. In other words: Germans 
do not necessarily want to speak about the Gdr today since, this is an interpretation 
grounded in the present study’s material as explained further below, communicative 
memory and cultural memory as represented in mass media as well as in museums (Benz, 
2011), academic historiography (sabrow et al., 2007), and movies (ziegengeist, 2011) do 
not have a great deal in common. not surprisingly, after finishing the focus groups, a lot of 
the interviewees applauded the research idea. some of them even made an arrangement 
for a private chat on the progress memory type or about their personal lives. one example 
is a sports group consisting of five women between 50 and 60 from both east and West 
and meeting for ages where nobody knew the personal stories of the others. It is easy to 
assume that, among other representations of cultural Gdr memory, mass media prevent 
discussions on such topics. 
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nevertheless, personal experience and eyewitnesses shape communicative memory 
more than any ever recorded piece of cultural memory. While almost all West Germans 
immediately recalled Gdr border controls, mandatory money exchange, the smell of two-
stroke engines, crap food, and care packages for their relatives in the east, the interviewed 
east Germans painted a very positive picture of the past, even those who left the country 
in 1989 or before. Included are the school system (standardized until grade ten and not, 
as today, three-tier and varying from state to state), childcare in general (with leisure and 
holiday offerings and teachers who took care of the kids), women’s promotion, and the 
social security net. as a woman, in her late 40s now, put it, “We had a freer life, after all. 
Happier and without worries.” and a construction manager, 50, said, “It’s just today that I 
like the idea of care and welfare. I’m fine with today, but that’s no longer there”. there are 
at least two possible explanations. First, east Germans fight for their biographies’ value 
and, therefore, try to upgrade the Gdr. a housewife, mid 50, said, “For me, kindergarten 
was no reprisal at all. I just haven’t seen it as political education.” secondly, in reunified 
Germany, east Germans have experienced a loss of status. so, it’s not the Gdr they praise 
today but their better place in hierarchy back then. However, even the most positive Gdr 
image is always qualified with a “but”. as mass media have stasi and Berlin Wall almost 
everywhere, the interviewees linked their talks to the communists’ interests, oppression 
and missing freedom and, hence, to the dictatorship memory type. It is easy to see the 
mass media effect here again. 

the Germans are not just well aware of mass media reports on the Gdr, but also of 
the climate of opinion. Here, the best proof is delivered by the stories of those who left 
the country before the wall came down. according to the dictatorship memory type 
as represented by the media, it would have been easy to tell a victim’s tale. Quite the 
contrary, the former refugees named personal and rather egoistic reasons for their move 
back then. just two quotes from the material: “I was young, had really nothing to lose and 
was trying to give it a shot” (female clerk, in her mid-40s now); “Going West was much the 
fashion in those days. all my friends were already gone, and I was afraid of being the last 
one in the village” (bar-tender, same age).

to sum up the line of reasoning so far, first, Germans are well aware of mass media’s meta-
message of dictatorship. therefore, secondly, indeed have an impact on communicative 
memory and (public) memory talks. Part of this is that many of the interviewees avoid 
media reports with Gdr references since their very own narrative is rather different from 
the “official” one (“We were there back then and know what happened”, veterinarian, 
50). However, when the two memories (communicative and cultural) are in line, people 
could become literally addicted to corresponding media reports. that is especially true 
for former Gdr opponents and their peers. 
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TyPoLoGy oF GDR IMaGES In GERMany 

Communicative Gdr memory depends not just on personal experiences before 1989, 
but also on the objective and subjective social situation today and, maybe even more, 
on personal contact with eyewitnesses and their offspring. to be a little more specific we 
constructed a typology first describing different Gdr images and then, by contrasting the 
types, identifying factors that influence it. 

Figure 2. 
typology of Gdr memories in Germany today

the Accuser 
In Figure 2, this type is in the above left corner (high significance, negative Gdr image). 

the accusers lived their lives in the Gdr, but couldn’t fully exploit their potentials because 
of political or personal reasons. therefore, they would never put an end to that story and 
know all the respective media reports. two examples are a visually impaired couple who 
could only become basket maker or masseur in the Gdr. When someone in their focus 
group brought up one of the socialistic achievements, those two protested immediately 
and looked for counter examples. as a rule, the accusers are born before 1960. today, they 
live in east and West. some of them left the Gdr before 1989 and some, like the couple, 
suffered while staying.

the nostalgic
although this type has a Gdr background as well, the nostalgic is quite the opposite 

of the accuser. “the Gdr was our fatherland”, said a veterinarian, mid 40. “I had a sheltered 
childhood and didn’t experience any reprisals”. a focus group of five women, all between 
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40 and 50, even started with a glass of champagne and cheers to “the nice time we had 
a chance to participate in back then”. the nostalgic is born in ordinary Gdr families 
between 1960 and 1980. When the wall came down, this type was just at the beginning. 
so, he or she did not experience the Gdr’s career limits nor the social decline their 
parents’ generation had to face after 1990. on the contrary, the nostalgic got a fresh start. 
they know that today’s standard of living is much higher than socialism ever could have 
offered. nevertheless, part of the re-start was the rejection of east Germans in the West. 
therefore, the nostalgic is well aware of her origin and has developed pride in it.

the contemplator
For this type, the Gdr is a major identity part and, in that regard, more important than 

for the nostalgic and even the accuser who are on average the same age. In contrast to 
the latter type, the contemplators are in search of self-knowledge and, therefore, more 
reflexive. their Gdr image could best be described as ambivalent. the contemplators 
know the contents of the dictatorship memory. While some of them were part of Gdr 
elites, other contemplators even suffered under socialism, whether in a responsible 
position in the Gdr’s economy, as ordinary citizen and refugees before 1989 or as a regular 
visitor from the West who was in professional contact with the east during the 1980s. 
However, this type also sees, and this is the major difference to the accusers, a positive 
side to the Gdr. 

the utopian
In our sample, this is a rather small type consisting of interviewees who are somewhat 

younger as the types described so far. some of the utopians are born in the West like 
the well-paid journalist thomas, 40, who was very interested in Gdr literature in the late 
1980s. to this day he likes works by Heiner müller and Christa Wolf as well as the cultural 
support given by those in power back then and other parts of the communist ideal. the 
east Germans belonging to this type are younger and were introduced to the issue by 
their parents who would probably belong to the accusers or the contemplators. as a kid, 
the student simon, in his mid-20s, for example, got a lot of stasi stories. so, he knows 
about dictatorship, and the Gdr is important for his self-identity. However, in the focus 
group he talked more about parts of the progress memory type such as childcare, the 
social safety net and the promotion of women.

the romantic
this type is close to the utopians in age (40 and younger), Gdr evaluation (more 

progress than dictatorship) and origin (from both east and West), but the topic is less 
important for them. those romantics who are born in the east are probably the children of 
a nostalgic. lars, at the beginning of a career in the West, said, “I have very little personal 
memory. It’s not my issue at all but I’m interested in the socialist utopias. they had full 
employment, natural food and things like that.” at the end of the interview, obviously 
knowing the climate of opinion as represented in the mass media, some of the east born 
romantics even apologized for praising the Gdr too much. the romantics from the West 
have a different history: almost no Gdr contact before 1989, a job in the east after the 
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wall came down, and dissatisfaction with the ruling system today. “east Germany was like 
albania or north Korea back then” said Georg, a theater director in his early 40s. “austria 
and switzerland were much closer to me.” today, Georg works in east Germany. therefore, 
he not only knows the communicative memories of the nostalgic, the contemplator, and 
the utopian but also criticizes the public debate in the West.

the Basher
Without exception, this type being very close to the ideal dictatorship memory type is 

from West Germany and has little contact to and no interest in people from east Germany. 
the younger interviewees belonging to this type almost sound like an editorial of the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung warning of nostalgia and arguing with nazi parallels. the 
student Christoph could not even stand a relationship with a girl from the east since she 
was a kind of romantic or utopian and they always fought about it. the older ones have 
not just a negative image of the Gdr but of east Germans in general. “I was not really 
thrilled in 1989” said Uwe, a factory worker in his 40s who has never gone to the eastern 
part of his country to this very day. His workmate manfred said, “the easterners had these 
big cars right from the beginning, and they came here to get our jobs. It was immediately 
clear to me that it couldn’t go on as it had before. just look at the money. We pay and pay 
and pay, and they don’t stop crying.” People like manfred link today’s economic problems 
as well as their personal loss of status to the end of communism. 

the serene
as the basher, this type has an origin in the West and a rather negative Gdr image 

but in contrast to the type described above, here the issue is more important since it 
is of biographical significance. the serene is older than the basher. therefore, most of 
them have personal memories of the old united Germany and no concerns about job 
market competition from the east. a good example is a couple that went to the east Berlin 
Christmas market during all those years with two Germanys. today, those two remember 
both the border controls and the pleasures of 1989. 

the Balanced
this type is twofold. those balanced who are east born, left the Gdr before the wall 

came down. although the escape from the country is still an identity-forming and very 
emotional memory, interviewees such as the former downhill racer annette, in her mid-40s 
now, and the coeval clerk Katrin, praise their childhood and the Gdr’s social achievements 
today. so do the balanced from the West who, on the one hand, remember arduous trips 
to the “prison” in the 1980s (matthias, a social worker, 50) but, on the other one, still like 
the socialist ideal and blame their Western fellows acting like “colonial masters” in the east 
in the early 1990s (Petra, an educator, early 50s) as well as the mass media’s Gdr image. 
their children would probably belong to the romantics or the utopians. additionally, it 
is no coincidence that the two just quoted balanced work in social professions. there, a 
proximity to communist ideas is more likely than in the social setting that the basher or 
the serene are rooted in. 
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influencing factors
Communicative Gdr memory depends on five main factors: personal experiences 

before 1989, closely related to this, age, origin (east or West), today’s personal social 
situation, and last but not least personal contacts to eyewitnesses and their offspring. For 
interviewees born in the Gdr, the issue is still highly significant (accuser and nostalgic 
vs. serene and basher). depending on both their relationship with the regime back then 
and today’s social position, some of them emphasize socialist ideals more than others 
(nostalgic and contemplator vs. accuser and balanced). those interviewees from the West 
who were already adults in 1989 differ in both their contacts back then and nowadays 
(basher vs. serene, balanced, and contemplator). of particular interest, and in line with 
assmanns’ definition of communicative memory, is the fact that the Gdr image is given 
to the next generation. While kids of bashers who do not leave their environment of origin 
become bashers as well, nostalgics, balanced, and contemplators raised romantics and 
utopians. not surprisingly, the offspring have less addiction to the issue than their parents. 

concLUSIon

Using the Gdr example, the present paper asked how mass media shape collective 
memory. the consequences of the very homogenous Gdr mass media coverage for 
communicative memory are obvious. It’s not just that some east Germans do not find 
their picture of the past within the media and do not feel at home in reunited Germany, 
yet. even worse, Germans avoid talking about this part of their collective identity. Here, 
we have a mass media effect beyond any concrete content. although the meta-message 
of dictatorship memory is well known all over the country, the conclusions differ in both 
parts of it. While West Germans don’t have a great need for further clarification given by 
their fellows from the other side, east Germans avoid the issue since they do not want to 
be recognized as those coming from a state of lawlessness ruled by the stasi. to put it in 
another way, today’s social status of east Germans in reunified Germany is closely linked 
to the public image of the past. that’s why media reports on missing freedom of travel, 
economic mismanagement, or doping concern them personally. 

However, the typology of Gdr images as presented in previous chapter shows the 
importance of personal contacts. of course, communicative memory is a question 
of family transmission, but also of relationships and talks with neighbors, visitors, and 
even strangers. If it is true that mass media influence these encounters, they share 
responsibility for Germany’s divided collective memory. Comparing, for example, bashers 
and nostalgics, the country seems far away from a shared collective identity as well. 
additionally, how the Gdr is remembered today is not just a matter of origin (although 
some types are clearly rooted in the east and others in the West) and age but also of the 
fight for status. as the focus groups showed, the origin from the east is still a feature that 
could be used in that fight since the climate of opinion as presented in key media is very 
clear about black and white. 
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For collective memory theory, there is another important result. the present study 
delivers evidence for a gap between cultural and communicative memory. therefore, 
the idea is too simple that, as aleida and jan assmann assume, communicative memory 
gradually becomes media-based cultural memory. on the contrary, at least in the Gdr 
case, this is true just for a certain part of the living (bashers, serenes, and accusers) matching 
the ruling discourses of the time. Knowing the loss of appeal and importance of the issue 
to the next generations, as seen with in the romantic and utopian categories among 
participants, the memories of arrangement and, even more, progress, will disappear in a 
few decades. 

References
>altheide, david l. (2004) media logic and political communication, Political Communication 21 (3): 
293-296.
>assmann, aleida (1995) Erinnerungsräume. Formen und Wandlungen des kulturellen Gedächtnisses. 
munich, Germany: Beck. 
>assmann, jan (1995) Collective memory and cultural identity, New German Critique 65: 125-133.
>Benz, Wolfgang (2011) die ddr als museumsobjekt, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft 59: 995-
1007.
>Boyer, dominic (2005) Spirit and System. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
>Cresswell, john W. (2007) Qualitative inquiry & research design. thousand oaks, Ca: sage.
>donsbach, Wolfgang (2008) journalists’ role perception, pp. 2605-2610 in donsbach, Wolfgang 
(ed.) The international encyclopedia of communication. malden: Wiley-Blackwell.
>erll, astrid and nünning, ansgar (2005) Where literature and memory meet: towards a systematic 
approach to the concepts of memory in literature studies, pp. 265-298 in Grabes, Herbert (ed.) 
Literature, literary history, and cultural memory. real: Yearbook of research in english and american 
literature 21. tübingen: narr.
>Giddens, anthony (1991) Modernity and self-identity. Self and society in the late modern age. 
Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
>Halbwachs, maurice (1925) Les cadres sociaux de la memoire. Paris: alcan.
>Hall, rodney Bruce (1999) National collective identity: social constructs and international systems. 
new York: Columbia University Press.
>Herf, jeffrey (1997) Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys. Harvard: Harvard University 
Press.
>Hirst, William and echterhoff, Gerald (2008) Creating shared memories in conversation: toward a 
psychology of collective memory, Social Research 75 (1): 183-216.
>Kansteiner, Wulf (2002) Finding meaning in memory: a methodological critique of collective 
memory studies, History and Theory 41 (2): 179-197.
>Kitch, Carolyn (2003) Generational Identity and memory in american newsmagazines, Journalism 
4 (2): 185-202.
>Kluge, susanne (2000) empirically grounded construction of types and typologies in qualitative 
social research. Forum Qualitative Research 1 (1), http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/
fqs/article/view/1124/2500 (27.01.2011).
>Knabe, Hubertus (2009) Honeckers Erben. Berlin: Propyläen. 
>Kvale, steinar and Brinkman, svend (2009) Interviews. thousand oaks, Ca: sage.
>lazarsfeld, Paul F. and Barton, allan H. (1951) Qualitative measurement in the social sciences, 
pp. 155-192 in lerner, daniel and lasswell, Harold d. (eds) The policy sciences. stanford: stanford 
University Press.
>meyen, michael (2013) “Wir haben freier gelebt”. Die DDR im kollektiven Gedächtnis der Deutschen. 
Bielefeld: transcript. 



M
ED

IJ
SK

E 
ST

U
D

IJ
E 

 M
ED

IA
 S

TU
D

IE
S 

 2
01

4 
.  5

 .  (
9)

 .  3
-1

8

17

M. Meyen, S. Pfaff-Rüdiger : MaSS MEDIa anD MEMoRy: ThE coMMUnIST GDR In ToDay’S...

IzvornI znanstvenI rad / UdK 316.77:159.953(430), 316.454.3:94(430), 316.4.051.6:159.953(430) / PrImljeno: 23.04.2014.

>misztal, Barbara a. (2005) memory and democracy. American Behavioral Scientist 48 (10): 1320-
1338.
>müller, jan-Werner (2002) Memory and Power in Post-War Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
>noelle-neumann, elisabeth (1993) The spiral of silence. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
>nora, Pierre (1996) General introduction: between memory and history, pp. 1-20 in nora, Pierre 
(ed.) Realms of memory, Vol. 1: Conflicts and Divisions. new York: Columbia University Press. 
>sabrow, martin (2009) die ddr erinnern, pp. 9-27 in sabrow, martin (ed.) Erinnerungsorte der DDR. 
münchen: Beck.
>sabrow, martin, eckert, rainer, Flacke, monika, Henke, Klaus-dietmar, jahn, roland, Klier, Freya, 
Krone, tina, maser, Peter, Poppe, Ulrike and rudolph, Hermann (eds) (2007) Wohin treibt die DDR-
Erinnerung? Bonn: Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung.
>szpunar, Piotr m. (2012) Collective memory and the stranger: remembering and forgetting the 
1918 Finnish civil war, International Journal of Communication 6: 1200-1221.
>Wolfrum, edgar (2001) Geschichte als Waffe. Göttingen: vandenhoeck & ruprecht. 
>zelizer, Barbie (2008) Why memory’s work on journalism does not reflect journalism’s work on 
memory, Memory Studies 1 (1): 79-87.
>zelizer, Barbie (1995) reading the past against the grain: the shape of memory studies, Critical 
Studies in Mass Communication 12 (2): 214-239. 
>ziegengeist, juliane (2011) ddr-(n)ostalgie in deutschen nachwende-spielfilmen von 1990 bis 
2006: zwischen Kritik und Kult, Jahrbuch für Kommunikationsgeschichte 13: 119-153.



18

M
ED

IJ
SK

E 
ST

U
D

IJ
E 

 M
ED

IA
 S

TU
D

IE
S 

 2
01

4 
.  5

 .  (
9)

 .  3
-1

8

M. Meyen, S. Pfaff-Rüdiger : MaSS MEDIa anD MEMoRy: ThE coMMUnIST GDR In ToDay’S...

IzvornI znanstvenI rad / UdK 316.77:159.953(430), 316.454.3:94(430), 316.4.051.6:159.953(430) / PrImljeno: 23.04.2014.

MEDIJI I PaMćEnJE: 
KoMUnISTIčKI DDR U DanašnJEM 

KoMUnIKacIJSKoM PaMćEnJU
Michael Meyen :: Senta Pfaff-Rüdiger

SažETaK Koristeći primjer Njemačke Demokratske Republike (njem. Deutsche Demokratische Republik, 

DDR), ovo istraživanje ispituje na koji način masovni mediji oblikuju kolektivno pamćenje, odnosno kako 

izvještavanje njemačkih medija o DDR-u utječe na komunikacijsko pamćenje. Kako bi se dobili odgovori 

na postavljena istraživačka pitanja, studija se temelji na teoriji o kolektivnom pamćenju te se oslanja na 

više od dvadeset fokus-grupa provedenih u različitim socijalnim okruženjima. Danas masovni mediji pri 

izvještavanju o DDR-u gotovo uvijek spominju diktaturu. To je razlog što dio istočnih Nijemaca ne pro-

nalazi svoju sliku prošlosti u medijima te se još uvijek ne osjeća kao kod kuće u ujedinjenoj Njemačkoj.
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