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Editorial

Dear Readers,

the history of journalism and historical journalism research are close to the heart
of Journalistik/Journalism Studies — Zeitschrift fiir Journalismusforschung. One of the
principles and founding motivations of the journal has been to counter the »lack
of historic, hermeneutic texts« in communication studies: »Especially in the
environment in which we find ourselves today, contributions like these are very
important alongside empirical, analytical, variable-based research reports (Ger-
hard Maletzke), given the significant need for self-understanding in professional
journalism, which has been so unsettled by the digital transformation of media
and culture,« stated the editorial of the first issue (Debatin et al., 2018). That is
why I am pleased that we are able to offer you two articles on the history of Ger-
man-language journalism in this issue.

Martina Thiele speaks with Siegfried Weischenberg about his new book Schuld
und Geheimnis. Bekenntnisse von Legenden in der deutsch-jiidischen Publizistik [Guilt
and secrecy: Confessions of legends in German-Jewish journalism]|, in which he
profiles well-known and lesser-known journalists. She also talks with him about
memory, forgetting, guilt, antisemitism, and gender relations in journalism.
Alf Mayer and Horst Péttker shed light on the life and achievements of publisher
and resistance fighter Karl Anders, who saved the national daily Frankfurter Rund-
schau from financial ruin in its early days but is today largely overlooked in the
newspaper’s history. Who is honored and remembered in which ways, and who is
(almost) forgotten? What has changed since 1945 in the way we deal with Nazism,
war, expulsion, and the Holocaust? What contributions can journalism and jour-
nalism research make to individual and collective memory?

Two additional texts address the current rise of right-wing extremism: At the
1st Leipzig Media Forum, which took place on April 29, 2026, and was moderated
by founder Gabriele Hooffacker, the scholars Michael Haller, Judith Kretzschmar,
Michael Krell, and Stine Eckert discussed strategies against online hate that can
enable journalists to carry out their daily work with greater safety. In this line,
Luis Paulitsch also analyzes the tactics of right-wing populist, »alternative« media

Journalism Research 2/2026 87



Editorial

outlets that aim to sow doubt about the causes and consequences of climate change
and pursue their own »climate policy.«

In addition, Klaus Ott, a longtime editor at the national daily newspaper Siid-
deutsche Zeitung, introduces the network »Journalismus macht Schule« [Journalism
meets school] in our new section titled »Projects«: How can we inspire students
to take an interest in journalism and develop media literacy skills? And how can
journalism be more broadly embedded in society, starting with children and
young people? Janis Brinkmann also focuses specifically on young adults as a tar-
get audience in his study and asks how subjective journalism resonates with them.
Additionally, Katja Schupp and Mirco Liefke discuss the extent to which subjective
journalistic formats can be successful thanks to the right »vibe,« which they sug-
gest should be considered as a potential new criterion to assess journalistic quality.

This issue also includes four reviews that reflect on the history and the future
of journalism: Phoebe Mares reviews the innovative book Between repair and care:
Start-ups as a chance for diversity in journalism [Zwischen Repair und Care. Neugriind-
ungen als Chance fiir Diversitit im Journalismus] by Maike Suhr, and Stine Eckert
recommends the Handbook of media and gender [Handbuch Medien und Geschlecht],
edited by Johanna Dorer, Brigitte Hipfl, Brigitte Geiger, and Viktorija Ratkovi¢,
which examines the history and current developments of German-language gen-
der media studies. Horst Pottker reviews the book »... dem liberalen Schwindel ein Ende
zu machen«. Karl Kraus and Wilhelm Liebknecht 1899/1900 [»...killing liberal lies.« Karl
Kraus and Wilhelm Liebknecht 1899/1900] by Georg Fiilberth. And Tanjev Schultz
discusses Nachrichtenqualitdt als journalistischer Prozess [News quality as a journal-
istic process] by Andreas Riedl. In addition, we offer again 10 more detailed book
reviews by Martina Thiele und Boris Romahn in our section »Book Journalism«.
Hence, we invite you to read a book or two this summer and reflect on the history,
current events, and possible future developments in journalism.

We look forward to your letters and submissions and would like to once again
draw your attention to our call for papers for our upcoming special issue on
»Journalism, media, gender, and age(ing)« at the end of the year.

We wish you a wonderful summer of reading!

Stine Eckert

References
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Research Paper

Alf Mayer and Horst Pottker

The case of Karl Anders and the
Frankfurter Rundschau

How a publisher is >forgottenc

Abstract: This article documents the largely overlooked role of publisher and
resistance fighter Karl Anders in the history of the German national news-
paper Frankfurter Rundschau, drawing on extensive archival sources, court
records, and contemporary documents. In the mid-1950s, Anders played a
decisive role in stabilizing the financially threatened newspaper through
loans, publishing expertise, and journalistic networks. Nevertheless, follow-
ing his falling out with the newspaper’s publisher Karl Gerold, his contribu-
tion was systematically erased from the newspaper’s institutional memory.
The essay analyzes this form of journalistic »gap in public discourse« as an
example of mechanisms of repression, concealment, and myth-making in
media journalism. In doing so, it discusses the professional ethical question
of to what extent the omission of relevant information should be considered a
violation of journalistic duties of care.

Keywords: Newspaper history, in-house historiography, myth-making, mecha-
nisms of denial, professional ethics, duty to verify information

Ironically, the publisher Karl Anders — without whom the Frankfurter Rundschau
(Fr) would not have survived its first ten years — is »terra incognita« at this news-
paper. Since 1957, he has been erased from the newspaper’s in-house historiogra-
phy and collective memory — as if he had fallen victim to »damnatio memoriae.«
This omission benefited — and continues to benefit — publisher Karl Gerold.
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How does forgetting or repression work at a newspaper? At a left-leaning,
enlightened, and critical one, no less?" How can entire generations of Fr jour-
nalists be ignorant of their own newspaper’s history? This article explores these
questions.

1. Who was Karl Anders?

Karl N. Anders, as his name was printed in bold and featured prominently in the
Rundschau masthead from 1954 to 1957, was actually once named Kurt Wilhelm
Naumann. He hailed from Kopenick in Berlin and went underground as the
agitprop director of the Communist Party of Germany (kpD) on the day Adolf
Hitler was appointed Chancellor of the Reich, organizing illegal printing presses
and the distribution of leaflets. He lived through the »Képenick Blood Week«
in June 1933, changed his identity »more often than my shirts,« and literally
became a different person. He was forced to leave Germany, ended up in England
via Slovakia and Poland, and subsequently joined Waldemar von Knoeringen
and other émigrés in the socialist resistance group »Neu beginnen! [Beginning
anew!]« He produced broadcast programs for workers for the British-funded
enemy station »Europiische Revolution [European Revolution|« until it was shut
down in 1943, then worked for the BBC’s German service, making many connec-
tionst?, for example with Eric Ambler, Victor Gollancz, the brothers Hugh and
Graham Greene, and, of course, many emigrants. Shortly after the surrender of
the Nazi regime, he traveled through Germany with Hugh Greene and Alan Bull-
ock, becoming one of the first exiles to return. For the BBC’s German service, he
reported for a year on the Nuremberg trials of the major war criminals. He was
housed alongside Hemingway, Martha Gellhorn, John Steinbeck, Erich Kistner,
John Dos Passos, Ilya Ehrenburg, and Robert Jungk at the Faber-Castell fami-
ly’s »Pencil Castle« in Fiirth. Andreas Pfliiger’s novel Ritchie Girl (Pfliiger, 2021)
contains a small homage. Unlike Fr publisher Karl Gerold, whose history of
resistance has remained astonishingly undocumented, Karl Anders — as an edi-
tor for the enemy broadcaster »European Revolution« and later the BBc — had
indeed »verifiably and to a great extent publicly incited hatred against Germany
abroad,« according to the standard justification for expatriation used against

1 The Frankfurter Rundschau is a national, left-liberal or social-liberal daily newspaper. It has traditionally been
known for its progressive, socially critical journalism, with a focus on politics, culture, and social debates. Since
2018, Zeitungsholding Hessen - which is backed by the Ippen Group - has held a majority stake in the FR.

2 Atreceptions or joint appearances with Karl Gerold, it often happened that Karl Anders was asked about his
past or that references were made to it. For example: »I heard your voice on BBc Radio.«
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regime opponents at the time. According to his daughter, he only regained Ger-
man citizenship with great difficulty in 19588

For Anders, who had always been an avid reader, it was clear that a new Germa-
ny needed new books — and democratic literature. For him, an essential part of
that were crime novels! He was the first to publish Raymond Chandler, Dashiell
Hammett, and Eric Ambler in German. He did so through the Nest-Verlag, the
publishing house he founded together with Rudolf Zitzmann and Willi Geusen-
dam, both of whom had been persecuted by the Nazis. The publishing house was
modeled after Victor Gollancz, his British publisher friend from exile, and also
published Gollancz’s books. It offered a remarkable political and re-educational
program dedicated to international understanding, active coming to terms with
the past, and a new socialist politics. A particularly important book of this peri-
od is Paul Sering’s (i.e., Richard Léwenthal) Jenseits des Kapitalismus [Beyond Capi-
talism], which was also published by the Nest-Verlag.

The seventh book published by Nest-Verlag in 1948 was a work whose political
analysis remains timeless to this day: Im Niirnberger Irrgarten [In the Nuremberg
Maze]. In it, Karl Anders focused his reporting on the war crimes trials of twelve
prominent Nazis, attempting to explore the inner workings and mechanisms
of the Nazi system in a nuanced manner. He took the relevant chapters into the
prison cells of Speer, Papen, Schacht, and Goebbels’ deputy Fritzsche, incorpo-
rating these conversations about guilt and conscience into the text. The political-
ly astute journalist also noted the problem of »collective guilt« (which he reject-
ed, as did his British publisher friend Victor Gollancz) as early as in the court-
room: »If one cannot come to terms with guilt, one builds Germany’s future on
a foundation of lies, of complacency, on a moral morass, and that is worse than
building it on sand. [...] Will it become a new guilt of the German people, having
learned nothing from their own past?« (Anders, 1948, p. 221f.)

Karl Anders enjoyed the trust of key comrades of the Social Democratic Party
(sPD) — in part stemming from his time in the Resistance and in exile — such
as Alfred Nau, Willy Brandt, and Fritz Heine. The latter was a lifelong friend,
closely intertwined with »der Konz,« the »Konzentration GmbH,« the holding
company for the spD’s press organizations. Even after leaving the Frankfurter
Rundschau, Karl Anders continued to work for its business consulting department

3 The quote is a paraphrase from Valenta, »Spectacular Escape with a Question Mark«; see also Chap-
ter 4 — Gerold had been able to retain his citizenship precisely because he had not participated in the agita-
tion ... The ban imposed by the law on the revocation of German citizenship, enacted on July 14,1933, affected
Anders just as it did all the other »enemy broadcaster« voices; a total of 39,000 Germans appeared on one of
the expatriation lists published in the Reichsanzeiger during the Nazi era. This also included all prominent
opponents of National Socialism who managed to flee abroad — such as Bertolt Brecht, Thomas Mann, and
Hannah Arendt.

4 SeealsoKarl Anders’s speech in memory of his friend »Rix,« which was made available digitally by CulturMag
magazine in July 202s. (Contemporary document by Karl Anders: Speech for Richard »Rix« Lowenthal, Cul-
turMag, July 1, 2025.), https://culturmag.de/crimemag/karl-anders-rede-fuer-richard-rix-loewenthal /173441
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as a consultant and publishing turnaround specialist, and the Fr also benefited
from the expertise gathered there from 1954 to 1957. Karl Anders was regarded
as an expert in publishing turnarounds; he possessed not only extensive jour-
nalistic experience but also considerable business acumen. In light of his history
as a member of the Resistance and his achievements in publishing, he received
numerous public honors, including the Cross of Merit, First Class, of the Federal
Republic of Germany in 1977. He had joined the spD in 1949 and was part of a net-
work of émigré Social Democrats. In 1961, he was appointed to the spp’s central
campaign committee; he organized Willy Brandt’s first campaign for chancellor
and served as a member of the sPD’s Commission on Fundamental Values. Any-
one who recalls the accusations leveled against »Herbert Frahm« and the »state-
less fellow« Willy Brandt can imagine the minefield that the returnee Anders
likely navigated within the Fr in the mid-1950s.

2. Karl Anders saves the Frankfurter Rundschau

Former BBC journalist Karl Anders was brought to the Fr by Karl Gerold in 1954.
Gerold even transferred his own publishing shares to him, making him a co-pub-
lisher. Anders came with a long-term bank loan of 2 million pm, which was
directly linked to him as guarantor and trustee. This saved the newspaper, which
was on the brink of financial ruin. The loan came from the Bank fiir Gemein-
wirtschaft (BfG), the bank of the spD, and the trade unions. The lenders expressly
noted that the purpose and goal was to secure the independence of the Frankfurter
Rundschau (see Mayer, 2025d).

With the loan, Anders restructured the Fr’s printing operations, turning them
into a profitable venture. He used it to acquire »Heidelberger« printing presses,
entered the lucrative four-color printing business, and signed a contract with
Josef Neckermann to print mail-order catalogs, which in 1960 made possible the
construction of the Neu-Isenburg printing center — at times the largest and most
modern newspaper printing plant in Europe. In this way, he laid the foundation
for the publishing house’s highly successful printing division, which ensured
the paper’s journalistic freedom for decades. All of this meant editorial free-
dom and precisely that independence of which the Rundschau had always been
proud — and which is associated with the person of Karl Anders.

At the same time, his long-standing and authentic connections to the literary
exile scene established the good reputation of the arts section and the newspaper
at large. Immediately after the end of the war, he had published authors such as
Oskar Maria Graf and, as vice-chairman of the Association of Socialist Publish-
ers, Booksellers, and Librarians, enjoyed high esteem among the critical minds
and authors of the postwar era. In addition, he had maintained a keen eye on the
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Anglo-Saxon non-fiction world. The 1960 Peace Prize of the German Book Trade,
awarded to the promoter of international understanding Victor Gollancz, was
also to his credit: thus, the Fr’s publishing house gained a Peace Prize laureate for
its catalog.

Karl Anders summarized his joining the FRr in a note to his lawyer as follows:

»Friendship with Gerold since 1949. Never had any illusions about the fact that G. was

a drinker and irresponsible in many ways, but I am friends with several other >difficult<

people.

In 1954, after Rudert’s death, G. sought my advice on several occasions and offered me the

position of managing director and publishing director. I declined. >Never as an employee

of Gerold.<

The situation at the >Rundschau< became increasingly complicated. G. was practically

incapable of conducting business. The bank loan was terminated as of September 1. I nego-

tiated with Dahrendorf. He said: >Not a penny for G.< After three refusals, I was prepared
to join the Rundschau.

1) As the bank’s representative (two million credit line)

2) Partner

3)Managing director with a lifetime contract.

On July 17, 1954, I joined with provisional powers. G. was on extended leave. As of Septem-

ber 1, 1954, I became the official managing director. For more than two years, G. left the

business and technical management of the company entirely to me. He traveled a great
deal and was quite happy that he did not have to concern himself with matters that held
little interest for him. In the spring of 1956, G. underwent a detoxification treatment.«

In Gerold’s absence, Karl Anders signed the 1954 annual report. Gerold him-
self noted for 1954: »Mr. Anders was appointed on July 15 as an advisor and
authorized representative of Mr. Gerold, and on September 3 was appointed by
the shareholders as an equal managing director.« (Mayer, 2025c and d). At that
time, the masthead still noted the absence of those responsible under press law
on a daily basis, presumably a remnant from the licensing years of the occupa-
tion. It was striking how often the suffix »(abw.) [absent]« appeared after Karl
Gerold’s name. According to the masthead, the sole person primarily responsible
for the newspaper on such days was then Karl N. Anders, »Managing Director
and Publisher.«
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Figure 1
Loan from BfG, tied to Karl Anders as guarantor

Source: Karl Anders Papers, Archive of Social Democracy, Friedrich Ebert Founda-
tion (Archiv der sozialen Demokratie, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung).
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Figure 2
Reason for the loan: explicitly granted to preserve
the newspaper’s independence

Source: Karl Anders Papers, Archive of Social Democracy, Friedrich Ebert Founda-
tion (Archiv der sozialen Demokratie, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung)

3. The Frankfurter Rundschau drops Karl Anders

The relationship between Gerold and Karl Anders then deteriorated rapidly. In
early August 1957, when the newspaper had long been saved and operations were
fully consolidated, Gerold emerged once again from a stint in rehab and, from
one day to the next, forced his friend and co-publisher Karl Anders out of the
business. This occurred without consulting the in-house lawyer and, in the ensu-
ing trial — which went through two instances — with increasingly unrestrained
arguments.
Karl Anders had sued Gerold over his dismissal. In the complaint filed by Henry
Ormond and Anders, they reflected on Karl Anders’s entry into the company:
»Time was running out; the creditors were growing impatient. Something had to be done.
Mr. Gerold had approached the plaintiff, with whom he had been friends for years, on
several occasions to seek advice and assistance. He had also traveled to Nuremberg for this
purpose to discuss a financial stake by the Niirnberger Nachrichten in the Frankfurter
Rundschau with the plaintiff, who was acting there as the sole shareholder and managing
director of Nest-Verlag, and with the publisher Dr. Drexel. The plaintiff had rejected Mr.
Gerold’s offers to become managing director, as the idea of entering into a relationship
of dependence on Mr. Gerold seemed impossible to him. He did, however, make efforts to
secure the loan for Mr. Gerold.
The situation became increasingly difficult. Mr. Gerold was in no way up to the
task. The continued existence of the defendant (i.e., the printing and publishing
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house in Frankfurt) and the Frankfurter Rundschau was at risk. The bank loan of
1.6 million pm had been terminated as of September 1, 1954. No one knew where
to get the money. Finally, after having refused several times, the plaintiff decid-
ed, out of a sense of political responsibility and friendship toward Mr. Gerold,
to accept the position of managing director and publishing director, since only
under this condition could the necessary loan be secured and the company saved.«

When Gerold attacked Anders’s professional and personal qualifications, his
lawyer Henry Ormond — the principal co-plaintiff in the Frankfurt Auschwitz
trial and previously one of the founding fathers of leading national magazine
Der Spiegel — organized a smear campaign that today would likely be likened to
a social media campaign, as it reached a much wider audience. Ormond wrote
to 49 figures in the media, asking them to please respond to Gerold’s accusa-
tions and comment on Anders as a person. Among them were publishers, radio
directors, members of parliament, printing press owners, fellow exiles, and the
Governing Mayor of Berlin, Willy Brandt, whose first campaign manager Anders
would then become in 1960. Gerold’s lawyer dismissed these — historically
highly revealing — letters and statements as »whitewashing [Persilscheine].« In
postwar Germany, such letters of good will were used for the »denazification«
of those under suspicion; to use the term »Persilscheine« in this context against
a returned resistance fighter is not without a certain perfidy. Furthermore, they
would prove that Anders, having been expelled, could easily find a place to stay
somewhere else without any problems (see Mayer, 2025a for numerous documents
on this).

Karl Anders’s lawsuit against Karl Gerold went through two courts. It ended in
November 1960 with a defeat for the Rundschau side.t

4. Who was Karl Gerold?

Wikipedia states the following about Karl Gerold:
»Karl Gerold joined the editors of the Frankfurter Rundschau in April 1946, the year the
newspaper was founded; they had received the first license to publish a newspaper from
the American occupying forces on August 1, 1945. In 1952, he resigned from the spp in the
interest of his journalistic independence. When Arno Rudert died in 1954 — he had been
the last of the original seven publishers to remain at the Frankfurter Rundschau — Karl

5 Karl Gerold’s ostracism had already targeted another clear anti-fascist before Anders: the communist Emil
Carlebach, whose seat on the Fr editorial board Gerold then took in 1946. According to features editor Wolf-
ram Schiitte, Rundschau editors were prohibited from associating with Carlebach during Gerold’s tenure;
FR editors were not even supposed to attend Carlebach’s events. It was not until 2020 that the Frankfurter
Rundschau reported on Carlebach as a form of reparation. According to Gépfert (see Gopfert, 2025, pp. 12fF.),
as well as other sources, Gerold’s condition for joining the Fr was reportedly that communist influence at the
newspaper must be curtailed. He presented himself to the Americans colloquially as a »>communist-eater.«
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Gerold became the sole publisher and simultaneously assumed the role of editor-in-chief.

The Frankfurter Rundschau subsequently developed into a respected national newspaper

of national significance, which resolutely championed left-wing positions in the rather

conservative political climate of the postwar era. [...] Karl Gerold is regarded as one of the
most exceptional journalistic and editorial figures of the postwar era. In addition to his
journalistic work, he also repeatedly distinguished himself as a writer of poetry.«l®!

In comparison with Karl Anders, Karl Gerold is portrayed in all biographi-
cal articles only with difficulty as an anti-fascist resistance figure. Gerold, as
a shrewd Fr journalist told us, is »precisely the one among our editors whose
anti-fascism is the most difficult to prove.« He is said to have worked against the
Nazi regime in Basel, but no leaflet, no article, no text, no letter, or any verifiable
connection to the — actually existing, student-dominated — anti-fascist scene in
the Swiss border town bears witness to this.

»Spectacular Escape with Question Marks« was the headline of an investiga-
tive piece by Reinhard Valenta published in the Konstanz-based newspaper Siid-
kurier on August 12, 2023, which noted:

»Strangely enough, there is not a single reference to the escape story that Gerold recounted

on multiple occasions. He claimed to have been arrested in Wehr in November 1933, to have

jumped from the slow-moving train on the way to the Heuberg concentration camp, and
to have swum down the Rhine to Mohlin. Even Gerold’s biographer, Helga Dombrowsky,
casts doubt on this account. [...] It seems likely that the young Karl Gerold sought to gain
influence in Basel’s anti-fascist circles by embellishing the story of his escape. [...] In any
case, the Ministry of the Interior in Karlsruhe discontinued the proceedings to revoke his

German citizenship on March 20, 1935. >Only well-known leading figures who can be prov-

en to be publicly inciting hatred against Germany on a large scale abroad are eligible for

revocation. This does not apply to Karl Gerold.«« (Valenta, 2023)

Thus concludes the research: »Well, Gerold was just in Switzerland at the
time,« Karl Anders would mutter when asked about his partner Gerold’s time in
the resistance.

Roderich Reifenrath, editor-in-chief of the Fr from 1992 to 2000, had this to say
about Karl Gerold’s journalistic approach: »He was not a programmatic figure-
head for us [...| When Gerold wrote commentaries, they were not distinctly left-
wing or sharply liberal or conservative — they often contained a bit of everything.
His texts were mostly combative, not carefully analytical.« (Wir waren Anti-
faschisten, 2021, S. 48) Karl Gerold, as former Rundschau editors have also noted,
»had little to no understanding of the business.« (Gopfert 2025, p. 50) He was
actually a features journalist. The FR’s »Basic Law,« the content of the employment
contract for every editor, was drafted by the Free Democrat Karl-Hermann Flach

6 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl_Gerold, May 18, 2026.
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and the long-time deputy editor-in-chief Hans-Herbert Gaebel, who are at least as
significant for the paper’s left-liberal orientation as Gerold.

5. Karl Gerold as the »patron saint« of the FR

An analysis of the newspaper’s own publications over the past 40 years regarding
Karl Gerold since his death in 1973 reveals a curve of adulation that has grown
over the years and with the passage of time. From anniversary to anniversa-
ry — the 5oth, 6oth, 75th, and most recently the 8oth anniversary of the Frank-
furter Rundschau — his achievements are portrayed in ever greater detail, and the
hero worship grows ever more intense. A typical example of this is the headline
of Roderich Reifenrath’s editorial on the newspaper’s 7oth anniversary issue:
»Karl Gerold lays the foundation of the Fr« (Reifenrath, 201s).

The tendency to fulfill the legacy of a »strong man« and to stand in his tradi-
tion has developed over the years into an unshakable core value of the editorial
staff. Thus, the Rundschau never reported on the aforementioned investigative
piece by Reinhard Valenta in the Sidkurier from 2023.

On August 1, 2025, the edition marking the Fr’s 8oth anniversary was pub-
lished. On the front page of the print version an oversized cartoon was placed:
democracy depicted as a Greek temple, with the state powers — legislative,
executive, and judicial — as three of its columns, and the Frankfurter Rundschau
as the fourth column, representing the »fourth estate« alone.” In the edito-
rial »A Left-Liberal Voice for 8o Years,« Pitt von Bebenburg states incorrectly:
»From 1954 onward, Gerold was the sole publisher, editor, and editor-in-chief
of the Frankfurter Rundschau and remained so until his death in 1973.« On
pages 2 through s, a footer — the newspaper’s official chronicle, arranged by
year — reads: »1954: Publisher Arno Rudert dies. His widow retains a quarter of
the shares in the printing and publishing house, as the company has been called
since 1948.« And then there, too, appears the sentence: »Gerold is now the sole
publisher, editor-in-chief, and managing editor.« And further: »In the corridors
of the building, he is known as the >Trinity.«

For a newspaper that sees itself as critical of authority, one that is proud of
its 1068 history and likes to celebrate it, this is a strange turn of phrase. Even in
2025, the newspaper elevated its in-house legend to near-Olympian heights, for-
getting its early savior Karl Anders in the process. Even the former Fr editor-in-
chief Wolfgang Storz (2004—2006) has since referred to Karl Gerold as a »patron
saint« (Storz, 2025).

7 ThePDF version is available here: https://www.fr.de/content/fr/downloads/pdf/FR8o.pdf
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At any rate, in June 2025, the editorial board distanced itself from a book that
had been written for the newspaper’s anniversary and, with its corporate design,
appears to be an official chronicle: Newspaper in Battle: 8o Years of the Frank-
furter Rundschau, or: The Decline of Left-Liberal Journalism? [Zeitung im Kampf. 8o
Jahre Frankfurter Rundschau oder: Niedergang des linksliberalen Journalismus?] (Gopfert,
2025).18 The foreword states: »This book breaks new ground. Never before has the
history of the Frankfurter Rundschau been told in such detail and with such coher-
ence.« (Gopfert, 2025, p. 9) The author, Claus-Jiirgen Gopfert, a longtime former
local journalist for the Fr, interviewed 30 contemporary witnesses for the book.
However, he did not interview Ann Anders, the daughter of the ousted publisher
Karl Anders, whom he knew well. She was the former cultural policy spokesper-
son for the Green Party in Frankfurt’s Rémer and the only surviving person from
the founding years of the Frankfurter Rundschau.

In the book, released two months before the newspaper’s anniversary, the name
Karl Anders does not appear anywhere, not even in a footnote. There would have
been enough space for this in the generously formatted and detailed book — and a
mention would have been factually imperative in at least three places.

6. Karl Anders is erased and sidelined from the FR's memory

Unlike the treatment of Karl Gerold, the Frankfurter Rundschau has largely contin-
ued to treat Karl Anders in a very different manner: it has remained silent about
him, just as Gerold demanded.

In 2007, for example, on the occasion of the 10oth anniversary of Karl Anders’s
birthday, an exhibition about the Nest-Verlag publishing house and its publish-
er was held in Frankfurt. The publishing house had passed into the ownership
of the Frankfurter Rundschau publishing group in 1960, after having previously
belonged to Karl Anders and, from 1955, half to the Rundschau-Verlag. The Fr
did not deem this worthy of even the smallest mention. Other Frankfurt news-
papers reported on the historically significant exhibition, for which a lavishly
illustrated book was also published (see Réssler, 2007). In the Frankfurter Rund-
schau, however, not a single word was written about it. Furthermore, Roderich
Reifenrath’s book Die Blattmacher [The Newspaper Makers] was published in 2003 by
Nest-Verlag — which had formerly belonged to Karl Anders and, since 1960, to the
FR (Reifenrath, 2003) — without this publishing information ringing any bells for
a member of the Fr editorial staff.

Ten years later, Karl Anders was also the subject of a separate session at the
»Krimis machen 2« conference on crime fiction on June 27 and 28, 2017, at the

8 See the review by Alf Mayer, 2025b.
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Frankfurt National Library. Rundschau journalists were present. No report was
published.

When asked about the omission in his book during the audience Q&A at the
book launch, Claus-Jiirgen Gopfert remarked that with a newspaper history like
that, »an employee might just slip through the cracks.« The objection, »Even a
publisher?« went unanswered. So did the offer to write a 10,000-character profile
of Karl Anders for the Fr. That the silence surrounding Karl Anders is not merely
a matter of forgetfulness, but rather a more or less conscious act of repression, is
evident from a wealth of circumstances and incidents.

In 1995, to mark the soth anniversary of the Fr, Editor-in-Chief Roderich Reif-
enrath compiled 100 front pages of the newspaper (see Reifenrath, 1995) into a book
and a special edition, a task that must have required leafing through every single
issue of the Rundschau. The masthead from the mid-1950s states unequivocally:
»Publisher and Editor-in-Chief: Karl Gerold. Publishing Director: Karl N. Anders.
[...] Managing Directors: Karl N. Anders and Karl Gerold.« And in 1955, Karl
Anders appears prominently, with a portrait photo, as the author of an editorial
titled »On the Ins and Outs,« which explains the printing company’s commercial
success as a prerequisite for journalistic independence, on the cover of the sup-
plement marking the tenth anniversary of the Frankfurter Rundschau; in the same
size and layout as Karl Gerold with his lead story under the famous motto »Inde-
pendent — but not neutral.« When the 100 front pages were published, this did not
prompt anyone at the Fr to conduct further research into the man who, alongside
Gerold, was the most important figure at the newspaper at the time.

Another part of this history of suppression is that in 1997, the Rundschau pub-
lished only a terse three-line obituary on the death of Karl Anders, and only did
so after vehement pressure from his daughter. At the same time, a 50 percent
discount was immediately offered for the obituary without hesitation, because
according to the records — at least the accounting records — the deceased was
listed as a former employee and had received a pension until his death.

In 2020/2021, on the occasion of the Frankfurter Rundschau’s coverage of the
newspaper’s 7sth anniversary, Ann Anders complained to the editorial board and
a group of Rundschau editors that her father had once again not been mentioned.
She had been informally raising this issue repeatedly for over 20 years. This time,
she provided a great deal of background information in her correspondence. In
2021, the editorial board promised in several emails available to the authors »that
this information and these insights would be taken into account in the future.«
But that has hardly happened.

9 The emails are available.
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Figure 3
Special supplement (January 1955) on the new Rundschau building,
featuring editorials by Karl Gerold and Karl Anders
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An attempt to speak with Editor-in-Chief Karin Dalka at the end of the event
in June 2025 regarding the publication of Gopfert’s book on Karl Anders was
rebuffed. She signaled through body language that she did not wish to speak
with Alf Mayer, the event’s troublemaker, and ostentatiously turned away. She
also did not respond to an offer sent via email. As recently as August 14, 2025,
Ann Anders was informed by the board of the Gerold Foundation that »assis-
tance in addressing your personal sensitivities regarding the recognition of your
undoubtedly deserving father as a former employee of the Frankfurter Rund-
schau« did not fall within the foundation’s purpose.!*

In the anniversary supplement Frankfurter Rundschau. 8o Years, published
on September 11, 2025, a paragraph on Karl Anders was then inserted on page
12 — likely due to external pressure from researchers. There was not enough
space for a photo. Quote: »Starting in 1953, Gerold had to share his influence at
the publishing house with a man about whom nothing had been written in the
FR’s history until then: Karl Anders. The Fr generation of that time has shrouded
this period in silence. Why? One can only speculate.«

By that point, the Rundschau should have known better. The editorial board
had clear indications, evidence, and objections at its disposal; these included
even a call by former Rundschau editor-in-chief Wolfgang Storz for an inde-
pendent commission of historians to reassess the publication’s history. On July
1, 2025, the Frankfurt cultural magazine Strandgut published a two-page report
on »Historical Distortion at the Rundschau.« The online magazine CulturMag
featured further articles with additional documents (see Mayer, 2025a,b,c,d).

All of this was certainly read and taken note of at the Fr and at the Gerold
Foundation, which once owned the newspaper entirely and still owns ten percent
of it today, insiders said. But they also reported that the motto was: »We’ll just sit
this one out.«

The language of the paragraph that was ultimately inserted gives it away:
there it is again, and still: the myth of the strong man of the Frankfurter Rund-
schau, who unfortunately had to share his influence a little. That same Karl Ger-
old who, in 1954, stood on the brink of ruin with his newspaper, without help or
credit, and desperately sought a co-publisher.

7. Reasons and consequences and other gaps in
public information

The German Press Council, which was finally called upon in September 2025
due to the information gap based on 500 documents, recognized a violation of

10 The email dated August 14, 2025 is available.
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Section 2 of the Press Code, ruled on »Negligent presentation in the corporate
history of a newspaper publisher,« and issued a reprimand. The Press Council’s
decision was buried by the Fr in the classic »time between the years,« namely on
December 27, 2025, in the »Sorry« column, which is otherwise used to apologize
for minor daily errors. Addressing an omission »in one’s own interest« — one that
was not accidental but repeatedly disseminated without due diligence over the
years — would look different. It is not a clear editorial correction. Nor does the Fr
appear to follow the practice of providing correction or amendment notices for
errors or mistakes — a practice long standard at other newspapers. In any case,
the passages in the FR’s online articles that were altered in response to external
pressure contain no such notices.

With its censure (see German Press Council, Decision 0968/25/1-Ba), the Press
Council adhered to a rule that does not exist in its Press Code but would be
important there because it would concretize the basic journalistic standard for
publication. It could read, for example:

»It is contrary to journalistic decency and damages the reputation of the press not to pub-

lish accurate information of public interest (or, alternatively, of particular public interest)

of which a media outlet (or, alternatively, an editorial office) has become aware.« (see Pottk-

er, 2013, p. 130)

The fact that the Press Council criticizes the omission of information of public
interest as a breach of the duty of care diverges not only from a widespread view
that leaves the selection of published — and thus also omitted — information
solely to freedom of communication and, consequently, to the subjective pref-
erences of editorial staff, publishing directors, publishers, etc. It holds com-
municators accountable — beyond the technically verifiable accuracy of what is
publicly communicated — with regard to its importance, thereby pointing to the
reprehensibility of gaps in public information." Anyone who, during a soccer
match, were to report accurately only on the home team’s goals would be guilty
of violating the professional duty of completeness, relevance, or appropriateness
(see Pottker, 20254, 188f.) — just as journalists who, in characterizing their socie-
ty, would present only its failures and grievances or, as happened in the GDR, only
its achievements. This also applies to the self-representation of a media organiza-
tion and its history if it is to meet professional journalistic standards.

Gaps in public discourse are not solely related to the subjective likes and
dislikes of communicators. In terms of effort and systematic patterns, general

11 The German Federal Court of Justice recently issued a landmark ruling on this matter: Anyone who reports
on a person in a defamatory manner while deliberately omitting known exculpatory circumstances is acting
as if they had told a lie — even if each piece of information reported is true in and of itself. Strictly speaking,
the ruling does not apply to the Fr’s silence regarding Karl Anders, because in this case there is simply no
report about the person at all. However, it points in the relevant direction, as it deems the omission of impor-
tant information to be reprehensible and thus emphasizes the value of completeness as a professional ethical
standard that transcends subjective freedom of choice.
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reasons rooted in socio-economic circumstances can also be identified (see Pottk-
er, 2025b). What reasons and motives can be assumed for the exclusion of Karl
Anders from the history of the Fr?

It stands to reason that this involves — similar to the tendency in sports jour-
nalism to report more on the successes of one’s own country’s athletes than on
those of other nations — the fulfillment of a more or less conscious need for
identification with one’s own nation or group, including one’s own media out-
let. The memory of a figure of identification once elevated to a pedestal, such
as Karl Gerold, satisfies this need, whereas the memory of their conflicts with
an adversary like Karl Anders interferes with it. Stalin attempted to erase the
memory of Trotsky by having his name removed from texts and even his likeness
from photographs. For Stalin, keeping the memory of Trotsky alive among the
Russian population put at risk their identification with the Soviet Union and,
consequently, his own position of power as their figurehead. Similarly, for the g,
keeping the memory of Karl Anders alive would put at risk the identification of
the staff and also of some readers with the »patron saint« Karl Gerold — and thus
a part of the business.

The deliberate falsification of information is not the main ethical problem in
journalism. Lies have short legs; they can usually be uncovered beyond a shadow
of a doubt, proven, and exposed. Journalists and their backers in the media shy
away from this. The main problem is omission, where circumstances related to
the »public interest« — which are difficult to define precisely but clearly percep-
tible — would require reporting or making the information generally accessible.
For this is — also because the omission, the silence, perpetuates itself (cf. Pottk-
er, 1999) — much harder to uncover and criticize. Also, because it can be justified,
if necessary, by the fundamental right to freedom of communication — which
includes the right not to communicate — violating the professional duty of com-
pleteness or relevance carries fewer risks than violating the duty of accuracy.
Not »lying press,« but »gaps in the press« would be the term that both a realistic
external critique of journalism and a realistic self-understanding within the pro-
fession would have to take seriously.

To regard the omission of information of public interest as a breach of the
duty of care — as the Press Council once did in this case — or, more explicitly, to
classify it as inaccurate or false reporting — as seems justifiable from an episte-
mological perspective when designing procedural rules — upholds the principle
of evidence. Journalistic quality rests on this principle as the central basis for
publishing decisions. Criticism of the omission of relevant information defends
the culture of enlightenment, which is increasingly threatened in everyday life
and politics by the spread of online communication on digital platforms, »fake
news,« and artificial intelligence (see Péttker, 2025¢). If the issue is no longer
whether public statements are true, but only how they are perceived and whom
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they supposedly benefit or harm, the journalistic profession, with its verification
of information, becomes superfluous. It would also mark the end of a democratic
culture that, despite all its shortcomings, is the most important prerequisite for
coping reasonably well with the world as it is and for meeting its challenges with
achance of success.

It took the historical mills at the Frankfurter Rundschau 74 years to remember
co-founder Emil Carlebach again. By 2031, it would be time for this newspaper to
make amends to Karl Anders and his descendants. But that seems uncertain in
light of the crumbling of the culture — which emerged only with the Enlighten-
ment and is also liable to be lost again — that revolves around accurate informa-
tion and sound reasoning. We have grown accustomed to attributing anti-dem-
ocratic activities to figures like Donald Trump and others associated with right-
wing populism and extremism. But the gap in public discourse surrounding
Karl Anders shows that even the left-liberal journalism of which the Frankfurter
Rundschau is so proud cannot consider itself immune to this.
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Abstract: Against the backdrop of an integrative conceptual framework, this
article examines the perceptual and impact potential that explicitly sub-
jective journalism holds for young audiences. In two experiments, a total
of 273 young media users aged 17 to 28 were shown both traditional and
explicitly subjective reportages on the same topic. This was followed by a
standardized online survey and in-depth semi-structured interviews. The
findings show that subjective journalism is perceived as more narrative and
emotionally engaging, but also as less informative, less reflective, less rele-
vant, more in need of explanation, and less critical than more objective forms.
In addition, young media users identify opinions and attitudes more clearly.
They would like to see more subjective content and would also comment on
it more often on social media, which points to the participatory potential of
subjective journalism.

Keywords: Subjective journalism, experiment, media effects research, young
adults

A reporter who collects deposit-return bottles to experience firsthand how dif-
ficult life on the streets can be. A reporter who was bullied during her school
years and later confronts her former tormentors with her feelings in a reportage.
Reporters who present topics such as migration, social justice, climate change, or
political extremism from a personal perspective and draw on their own experi-
ences, expectations, and emotions to tell a journalistic story from a first-person
perspective. Forms of subjective journalism are found not only in »presenter
reportages«, as produced by Germany’s public-service content network »funk« in
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formats such as sTRG_F or follow me.reports (Dréssler, 2021; Brinkmann, 2023), but
are also part of a subjective turn in journalism, characterized, for example, by the
personalization and emotionalization of journalistic content, working practices,
and forms of presentation (Smeenk et al., 2024, 2524f.).

Subjectivity in journalism is by no means a new phenomenon. From the polit-
ical subjectivity of the party press, through the existentialist subjectivity of New
Journalism (Pauly, 2014), to the fragmented subjectivity of social media (Steensen,
2017, pp. 31-39), subjective perspectives have a long tradition in journalism. As a
»personal, individual view of the world« (Neuberger & Mayer, 2026, p. 2) — and
thus as a complement to an »objective,« that is, collective, intersubjectively
negotiated, verified, and socially shared perspective — subjectivity influences all
dimensions through which journalists perceive and convey reality (Meier, 2018a,
p. 202). Journalistic subjectivity therefore shapes topics in cultural journalism
(Chong, 2019), forms such as reportage and commentary (Haller, 2020; Schultz,
2021), reporting patterns such as narrative journalism (Lindgren, 2017) and inves-
tigative journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2013; Harbers, 2016), channels and plat-
forms such as podcasts (Schliitz, 2020) and social media (Savinova & Hoek, 2025),
and, as a dominant perspective, subjective journalism itself (Brinkmann, 2025a).

1. Explicit subjectivity in practices and products

Subjective journalism is understood here as a form of journalism that explicitly
emphasizes journalistic subjectivity in both practices and products and uses
the first-person perspective to integrate journalists’ personal expectations,
experiences, emotions, and opinions into reporting. This definition aligns
with the concept of personal journalism (Smeenk et al., 2023; 2024; 2025; 2026),
which likewise places journalists’ personal subjectivity (»byline subjectivity«;
Steensen, 2017, p. 30) at its center. Such subjective journalism, produced par-
ticularly by new media organizations (Buschow, 2018) such as Vice, BuzzFeed,
and funk (Stringer, 2018; Tandoc, 2017; Dennis & Dias-Sampaio, 2021; Drossler,
2021; Brinkmann, 2023) for young audiences and distributed via social media
platforms, stands in striking contrast to traditional information and news jour-
nalism, which is guided by normative ideals such as neutrality, balance, distance,
and objectivity (McNair, 2017; Raeijmaekers & Maeseele, 2017; Maras, 2013;
Schudson, 2001). Against this backdrop, Keinert, Heft, and Dogruel (2019, p. 171)
characterize the return of journalistic subjectivity (Steensen, 2017; Smeenk et
al., 2024) as a central future trend in journalism: »The illusion of objective jour-
nalism is being replaced by journalism with attitude and personality« (see also
Meier et al., 2025, pp. 54—55).
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So-called »objective« reporting is increasingly met with rejection by audi-
ences, particularly with regard to socio-political issues such as climate change,
migration, and social justice. This trend is also reflected in growing news fatigue
and news avoidance (Newman et al., 2025; Behre et al., 2025). As an alternative to
established »objective reporting« (Meier, 2018a, p. 195), not only have construc-
tive approaches emerged that emphasize solutions to societal problems (Brink-
mann, 20244, pp. 273—277), but forms of subjective journalism have also devel-
oped that aim to transparently integrate journalists’ personal evaluations, atti-
tudes, and opinions into reporting, thereby contributing not only to informing
audiences but also to their orientation and entertainment. Young media users
particularly appreciate authentic journalistic subjectivity (Harbers & Broersma,
2014; Wang & Ni, 2025) when it is conveyed through emotional, empathetic, or
engaged perspectives (Mellado & Gajardo, 2026; Uth, 2025).

In light of an »emotional turn« in journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2020), which
Lechler (2020) argues should be analyzed from the perspective of reception and
effects research, a growing body of international journalism studies is exam-
ining the consequences of immersion and emotion for audiences (Pajnik, 2023;
Goutier et al., 2021; Greber et al., 2023a; 2023b). However, the question of how
media users perceive explicitly subjective journalism and how it affects them
remains underexplored. Guided by the overarching research question, How does
subjective journalism work?, and drawing on the current state of research, this arti-
cle first outlines a conceptual framework for analytically capturing subjective
journalism (Chapter 2) and operationalizing it for empirical analysis (Chapter 3).
It then presents and discusses the findings of an experimental study among
young media users (Chapter 4) and situates the perceptual and impact potential
of subjective journalism at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (Chapter 5).

2. Theoretical framework: the 4P model for analyzing
journalistic concepts

Building on the definition introduced above, subjective journalism is initially
understood here as more subjective journalism — that is, as a multifaceted subjec-
tivization of the journalistic programs, practices, and products of the standard
model of information journalism (Evers et al., 2021, p. 456), and thus as a comple-
ment to objective journalism (Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 198ff.).

In German-language scholarship on journalistic concepts, forms, and report-
ing patterns, this relationship has repeatedly been described: alternative pat-
terns and concepts such as narrative journalism, investigative journalism,
advocacy journalism, and constructive journalism (Brinkmann, 2024a, pp.
79-86) developed in response to the »weaknesses of >objective< journalism«
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(Meier, 2018a, p. 195) and complement rather than replace it (Weischenberg, 1995,
pp- 113ff.; Meier, 2019, p. 106; Wyss & Keel, 2010, pp. 362f.; Fink, 2016, pp. 9-12;
Greck & Kossler, 2013, p. 109; Hohlfeld, 2003, pp. 232f.).

Subjective journalism, however, should not be understood as merely another
reporting pattern but rather as one journalistic concept among multiple journal-
isms and, analogous to Haas’s concept of Empirical Journalism, as a »broader con-
cept« (Haas, 1999, p. 15). Subjective journalism gains contour through the adapta-
tion of its journalistic work programs (Evers et al., 2021) — that is, through »addi-
tional patterns of research, presentation, and staging« (Hohlfeld, 2003, p. 232).

Hohlfeld (2003, pp. 230f.) therefore characterizes it as a »counter-concept to
detached information journalism and its rational approach to reality«: emotions
instead of facts, storytelling instead of news values, »personal immersion in the
story and emotional engagement with protagonists«, authentic language, and
an insider perspective (»insider reportage«) combine narrative subjectivity with
other elements such as activism, passion, advocacy, and participation, creating
what Hohlfeld describes as a somewhat diffuse mélange (Hohlfeld, 2003, p. 231;
see also Bleicher & Pérksen, 2004, as well as the debate on fictionality in jour-
nalism between Reus, 2019, and Schultz, 2019). Given the speed and frequency
with which new forms of journalism are currently emerging and differentiating
in practice (Loosen et al., 2020), it seems appropriate to regard forms and con-
cepts of journalism as assets that ought to be analyzed and understood (Keinert
etal,, 2019, p. 174; see also Jarren, 2015, p. 121).

To analytically capture subjective journalism as an alternative journalistic
concept that has so far remained not sufficiently defined (see Neuberger & Mayer,
2026, pp. 1-2), the 3P model provides a useful framework. It breaks down new
journalistic concepts currently emerging in practice into three dimensions that
influence one another but are analytically separated here in order to capture
these »liquid« forms of journalism (see Brinkmann, 2024a, pp. 57-62; 2025a,
pp- 782—787). From the structurally shaped level of journalistic programs for
the construction of social reality, through the actions of journalists embedded
in journalistic practices, to the concrete (performance) potentials of journalis-
tic products, the model offers a way of conceptually differentiating new forms
of journalism!™. In line with the research question pursued here, it can also be
expanded by a fourth dimension: audience expectations (see Figure 1).

1 Thus, the model integrates various theoretical approaches: In addition to constructivist and systems the-
ory-informed perspectives (e.g., on journalistic perception and reporting patterns), it combines practice
and structuration theory with elements from the research field of journalistic quality (Brinkmann, 2025a,
pp- 787-794)-
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Figure 1
Three- or four-dimensional model for conceptualizing
forms of journalism

Journalism as program, practice, performance, and audience perception (adapted
from Brinkmann, 2024a)

Journalistic programs: Topics, reporting patterns, genres and media channels (see
Meier, 2018a, p. 202) constitute the overarching framework of relevance for every
form of journalism. As »construction programs, they are central to journalism’s
construction of reality (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 198—228).

Journalistic practices: Selection, research, verification, narration (storytelling),
presentation, publication, and interaction are journalistic patterns of action
(practices) that journalists follow by drawing on specific rules and resources
within the practice constellation shaped by the respective program (see Buschow,
2018, pp. 119—-125). They therefore represent the individual steps involved in the
journalistic production of content (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 229—245).

Journalistic performance: In addition to economical demands and ethical norms,
the broad repertoire of quality criteria — such as relevance, timeliness, exclusivi-
ty, and contextuality (see Reineck, 2024) — is weighted differently across differ-
ent forms of journalism, thereby generating specific performance potentials in
journalistic actions and products (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 246—263).
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Audience perceptions: If, following Hall (1999), journalism is understood as a form
of media communication, the dimensions of reception, perception, and use remain
missing after the production and distribution of media content (see Buschow, 2018,
pp- 83—84). For the purposes of this article, the model is therefore expanded by a
fourth dimension (thus becoming the 4P model), which integrates users’ expecta-
tions and perceptions: How does the audience perceive the products of a particular
form of journalism, and how do these contents affect media users?2

While the latter dimension of perception and effects in relation to subjective
journalism has not yet been explored, empirical findings are already available for
the first three dimensions (see Brinkmann, 2025a). As part of the research project
»Journalistische Grenzginger« (Journalistic Border Crossers; see Brinkmann,
2023), all YouTube videos published up to April 2022 by the established, explic-
itly subjective reportage formats Y-Kollektiv, STRG_F, reporter, follow me.reports, and
Die Frage of the ARD—zDF public-service content network funk were analyzed as
case studies using content analysis.

In the reportages produced by these formats, the journalistic construction of
social reality is shaped predominantly through lifeworld topics that are commu-
nicated to young target audiences in an emotionally oriented manner. Hybrid
reportages combining interviews with elements of self-experiments focus pri-
marily on individuals and social milieus. They use the interplay between report-
ers and protagonists to tell stories, most of which are set in major German cities,
from a strongly subjective perspective. As the dominant reporting pattern, New
Journalism shapes the construction of reality in these reportage formats. Under
the conditions of social media, however, it has been updated for a target audience
of 14- to 29-year-olds and adapted for web-video formats, for example through
the active role of reporters appearing on camera or through calls inviting audi-
ences to comment on the content at the end of a contribution (see Brinkmann,
2023; for a follow-up study on new presenter-led formats, see also Brinkmann et
al., 2025).

Such a program of subjective journalism, in turn, also shapes its constellation
of practices, in which established journalistic practices are reframed in a sub-
jective way, as demonstrated by a qualitative analysis of the reportages that was
complemented by semi-structured interviews with reporters and editors from
the funk formats under investigation (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 773-782):

Personalized topic introduction: Following the »golden minute« of a contribu-
tion, which summarizes its content through particularly dramatic scenes and
striking quotations, reporters introduce the topic by establishing a personal

2 This additional dimension of the model thus directly connects to the first dimension of journalistic pro-
grams for the construction of reality. However, it shifts the focus away from journalists, who construct social
reality, towards users and their perceptions of this journalistically constructed reality from the perspective of
media use and effects research, thereby making it possible to analyze specific effects.
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connection to it, for example through their own experiences of bullying or alco-
hol consumption.

Hypothesis-driven research: Information gathering follows a hypothesis or guid-
ing question, such as »What happens at Nazi concerts?« (STRG_F) or »Why do
people want to be eaten? Inside the cannibalism scene« (Y-Kollektiv). Reporters
typically pursue these questions through their own on-site observations, thereby
allowing audiences to participate in large parts of the research process.

Interpretive storytelling: The reporters’ own stance — and sometimes their
opinions — constitutes a central narrative element. Personal experiences and
emotions are used to depict situations in a vivid and authentic way. Reflective ele-
ments (for example, concerning media ethics or feelings of being overwhelmed)
can make contributions more transparent, although the reporters’ own interpre-
tations strongly frame the research from their subjective perspective, particular-
ly in the concluding sections.

On-camera reporting: Presentation by reporters who appear on camera and often
address users directly is characteristic of this subjective form of reportage. Some
formats supplement this direct mode of presentation with voice-over narration,
which can be used, for example, to explain complex issues in greater depth or
provide additional background information.

Repetitive interaction: Reporters consistently strive for active and personal
communication and regularly encourage audience interaction through »calls to
action, for example by inviting comments or subscriptions. The discursive inte-
gration of the community — including crowdsourcing new topics, information,
or protagonists — reflects the strong participatory orientation that characterizes
this constellation of practices within subjective journalism.

The qualitative and quantitative content analyses likewise underscore that
this form of subjective journalism can deliver different outcomes than tradition-
al news journalism (see Brinkmann, 2025b). Quality criteria such as narrativity,
authenticity, emotionality, and participation were more strongly pronounced
in the majority of the analyzed subjective funk reportages than relevance, diver-
sity (of sources), contextuality, or practical utility (see also Brinkmann, 2023,
pp- 93-97; 20253, pp. 751-770).

However, it remains an open question whether these subjective values — which
were identified through content analysis of the reportages and explicitly commu-
nicated by the presenter-led formats as journalistic goals® — are also perceived
by users. The extent to which potential perceptual and effects-related outcomes

3 »The Y-Kollektiv reporters show the world as they experience it — [...] Real, close, human, and subjective.
[-..] Our documentaries and reports provoke and polarize, they excite and shock; they are not always objec-
tive, but always honest« (funk, 2023a); »follow me.reports is an interactive reportage format for empathizing,
where the stories, topics, and questions come directly from the community [...] At follow me.reports, every
story is told by journalists and hosts from the funk universe, |...] giving each episode a unique and authentic
perspective« (funk, 2023b).
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can be achieved among audiences can be examined on three closely interconnect-
ed levels (see Meier, 2018b, pp. 6, 10):

« At the micro level, users should be able to recognize a personal perspective
(e.g., through journalists’ attitudes and opinions) in subjective contribu-
tions and, as a result, feel better oriented and more entertained.

+ At the meso level, subjective contributions are expected to strengthen audi-
ence engagement, leading to greater interest in the topic, the medium, and
the authors.

« At the macro level, subjective reporting is intended to emotionalize issues
and, through greater personal involvement and empowerment, foster
increased problem awareness, public discussion, and civic engagement.

Against the backdrop of the existing research and the theoretical framework,

the empirical study addresses the following overarching research question (RQ):
How does subjective journalism work? More specific sub-questions are derived in the
following chapter on the methodological approach.

3. Methodological approach: experiments and surveys

Methodologically, this article builds on a pioneering study conducted by Meier
(2018b) on the effects of constructive journalism and empirically investigates
which of the identified characteristics of subjective journalism — such as person-
alization, emotionalization, authenticity, or narrativity — are perceived by young
media users in concrete, explicitly subjective formats and how these affect them.
Since it was not feasible from a research perspective to comprehensively capture
the broadly defined concept and the extensive, as yet only partially mapped field
of subjective journalism, the study focuses on prominent examples of explicitly
and highly subjective presenter-led reportages, such as those produced by the
format Y-Kollektiv (see funk, 2023a). These formats emphasize and stylize the
reporters’ first-person perspective by drawing on personal experiences, emo-
tions, and opinions.

To this end, in a first step, 121 young media users between the ages of 17 and
28 participated in the study in June 2024. All participants were university stu-
dents, for whom, as young aspiring academics, different patterns of media use
and different levels of media literacy may be assumed compared with other
groups of respondents. Participants were shown two reportages. The first, Arme
Sau — Schweine fiir den Discounter (Poor sow — Pigs for the discount store) by Spiegel v,
is a traditional reportage that addresses the problems of industrial livestock farm-
ing in Germany without explicitly incorporating the reporters’ subjective perspec-
tive. The second, Fleischindustrie — Massentierhaltung schmeckt (Meat industry — Fac-
tory farming tastes good), is a presenter-led reportage from the public-service
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content network funk’s Y-Kollektiv and is considered subjective according to the
definition used here. Reporter Hubertus Koch personalizes the topic by reflecting
on his own problematic meat consumption and explicitly evaluates what he experi-
ences and observes from his personal perspective (see Figure 2).
Hubertus Koch [12:38]: »Hey, you sow! This is factory farming. There’s no room for senti-
mentality here. You’re not an animal. You're a breeding machine. You’re neck steak. You're
bacon. More, more, more, more, more. Quantity over quality. Even though less and less
meat is being consumed, more meat was produced in Germany this year than ever before.
More, more, more. I want meat! What about ethics and morality, man2«

Figure 2

Reporter Hubertus Koch incorporates his own subjective opinion
into the reportage »Meat industry - factory farming tastes good!«
(Y-Kollektiv) through his on-camera presentation.

Screenshot. The captions read: »Honestly, | don‘t give a shit whether that chicken
dies or not.«

The experiment was repeated in October 2024 with 167 young media users, who
were likewise university students, using two additional reportages. Whereas
the traditional ARTE reportage Mediterranean — Volunteering with sos Méditerrance
does not contain explicit subjective perspectives on the part of the reporters,
the Y-Kollektiv reportage Sea rescue in the Mediterranean — When will the dying finally
stop? includes explicit subjective references. Reporter Dennis Leiffels repeatedly
expresses his personal perspective in an emotional and opinionated manner
(seeFigure 3):
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Dennis Leiffels [13:38]: »What fates. And the situation is not improving. Now, during the
summer, more and more people are setting out on this journey. What follows is an asylum
procedure that will probably be discontinued sooner or later. I need to let off steam while
we’re heading back to Lampedusa. Man, I'm angry and frustrated. How many more people
have to die before we, the self-proclaimed guardians of human rights, finally start discuss-
inga solution? I don’t know what that solution looks like either. But allowing thousands of
people to die certainly cannot be one.«

Figure 3

»Sea rescue in the Mediterranean - when will the dying finally stop?«
(Y-Kollektiv) Reporter Dennis Leiffels expresses his own opinion
directly on camera.

Screenshot. The captions read: »And at the same time, we Europeans like to see
ourselves as the guardians of human rights. What a joke.«

In a second step, all participants completed an online questionnaire (see
Figure 4). In addition to quantitative variables, the survey also included
open-ended questions that allowed respondents to provide qualitative answers.
The questionnaire was adapted from Meier’s (2018b) study but revised for forms
of subjective journalism. In addition, in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 35 selected participants to gain qualitative insights into the per-
ception and effects of the reportages. Furthermore, 17 respondents participated
in two focus group discussions moderated by the researcher.

For the analysis, six hypotheses regarding the potential intended effects
of subjective journalism were developed on the basis of the literature and
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previously conducted semi-structured interviews with journalists working in
subjective journalistic formats (see Brinkmann, 2025a, pp. 305-311). A seventh
hypothesis was derived from media-journalistic criticism of subjective forms
of journalism such as presenter reportages (see Reisin, 2022; Schwarzer, 2021;
Kissler, 2021). The hypotheses formulate assumptions about the effects of explic-
itly subjective reportages in comparison with traditional reportages:

Information and interest
+ Hu: Users feel better informed/entertained/oriented after watching the con-
tent. (V1—2)
+ Hz2: The content generates greater interest in the topic presented. (V3)
+ H3: Users would like to watch more content by the author and/or medium in
the future. (V4)
+ H4: Users are able to recognize a subjectively mediated approach. (Vs)
Engagement and willingness to act
« Hs: Users would like to talk about the content with friends or relatives and/
or share it. (V6-8)
Mental state
+ H6: Users’ mental state is negatively affected. (Vo)
Personal opinion
+ Hy: Users gain the impression that the content expresses a clear stance or
opinion on the topic.

4. Presentation and discussion of the empirical findings

The seven hypotheses were tested using the ten quantitative variables from the
standardized survey (see Tables 1—5), with arithmetic mean scores being reported
(see Meier, 2018b, p. 12). The findings were additionally supplemented with qual-
itative data from the semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions in
order to gain deeper insights into perceptions and effects.

The results show that the effects of subjective journalism need to be consid-
ered in a differentiated manner and cannot be described as unequivocally as
existing findings on the programs, practices, and performance potentials of this
journalistic concept might suggest. Although differences can be observed in the
mean values of all hypotheses between the groups that viewed explicitly subjec-
tive content and those that viewed traditional content, thus justifying the formu-
lation of directional hypotheses, these differences are generally less pronounced
than originally expected.

Regarding the first three (sub-)hypotheses — whether users feel bet-
ter informed, better oriented, and better entertained by subjective

Journalism Research 2/2026 119



Research Paper

contributions — it is noticeable that the differences in the mean values are rath-
er small (see Table 1). Only in the first set of reportages on factory farming do
users feel noticeably better informed by the traditional contribution than by the
explicitly subjective one (»very subjective, partly somewhat unreflective, but nev-
ertheless consistently informative«; N173). In the second reportage on sea rescue,
this effect is only weakly apparent, yet it is explicitly addressed by users in the
qualitative survey:

»The contribution feels very contrived. There is a strong moral undertone throughout. I

would have liked more factual information. There is no doubt that this is an emotional

topic, but I feel emotionally manipulated rather than informed.« (N81)

»Very emotional, hardly factual.« (N133)

Although Y-Kollektiv is categorized by funk as an informational offering, users
themselves do not appear to perceive this objective. Instead, they tend to feel that
information is lacking in both subjective Y-Kollektiv reportages (»Too emotional
and too little information«; N255; »The images were shocking, but I would have
liked more figures and information«; N113) compared with the traditional contri-
butions by Spiegel Tv and ARTE.

Whereas respondents in the first experiment felt better oriented by the tradi-
tional reportage, this effect is reversed in the second experiment. Surprisingly,
users perceive both subjective reportages as either equally or only marginally
more entertaining than the traditional contributions (»While trying to absorb
information, there are scenes that are apparently intended to entertain«; N12),
even though the literature describes an entertaining approach as one of the
advantages of subjective reporting.

The second hypothesis — namely that a subjective contribution generates
greater interest in the topic presented — likewise cannot be confirmed on the
basis of either survey (see Table 2). The differences are very small and vary
depending on the topic of the reportage. For some respondents, however, the
style of the subjective contribution on sea rescue did stimulate interest:

»I was able to relate well to the journalist’s emotions, which made the contribution more

interesting and emotional for me. I listened attentively and learned a lot about the diffi-

cult situation.« (N2s)

The third hypothesis must even be rejected. In both surveys, the young users
indicated that they liked the subjective version of the reportage less and would
not like to see this type of contribution more often:
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Table 1
Results »information, »orientation« and »entertainment«

Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
Subjective Traditional Subjective Traditional
Reportage Report Reportage Report

V1.1 »After watching the report/reportage, | feel well informed.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

| 3,0 | 2,5 | 2,7 | 2,6

V1.2 »After watching the report/reportage, | feel able to form an opinion.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

| 2,8 | 2,5 | 2,5 | 2,7

V1.3 »After watching the report/reportage, | feel well entertained.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

| 42 | 43 | 36 | 36

V2 »| feel that information or aspects are missing in this report/reportage.«
Scale: 1 (I don't feel any information is missing) to 6 (I feel a lot of information is missing)

| 3,7 | 34 | 3,4 | 33

Mean Values (V1.1 - 1.3,V2; H1, n = 121-167 per group)

»Because of the choice of words and the almost accusatory style of the reportage, I can say

that I prefer a more factual report such as the one from ARTE.« (N131)

»The reportage approaches the topic in a very one-sided way, which is not necessarily bad,

butI prefer the way the Spiegel Tv report tells the story.« (N45)

»Far too subjective! The presentation of the issue is good, but the typical Y-Kollektiv style

makes it feel completely exaggerated and staged.« (N200)

In both subjective reportages, user criticism focused particularly on the role of
the reporter.

»I felt that the contribution was too personal. The reporter took up too much space
without adding any value. If the reporter occupies that much space, they should act more
reflectively and not be so lacking in empathy and at times passively aggressive.« (N19)

»I found some of the reporter’s ironic comments very inappropriate, which occasionally
made me angry. This is probably intended to polarize and stimulate discussion, encourag-
ing people to exchange views about it. But to me, it comes across as inappropriate.« (N75)
»The contribution comes across as the deliberate self-presentation of a young journalist
with a strong opinion that he was determined to communicate. [...] In the end, it feels as
though he has a great deal to say as an activist but offers no solutions. He unnecessarily
mixes himself, his opinions, and his personal life into the story.« (N199)
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Table 2

Results »interest«

Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
subjective traditional subjective traditional

V3 »Do you want to learn more about the topic covered in the report/
reportage?«

Scale: 1 (Yes, after watching, | will actively search for more information on the
topic.) to 4 (No, if | encounter the topic again, | will ignore it.)

| 2,1 | 2,0 | 2,0 | 2,1

V4 »| really like the way the report/reportage is told. | would like to see more
report/reportage like this.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

| 3,8 | 2,4 | 2,8 ‘ 2,4

Mean values (V3-V4; H2-H3, n= 121-167 per group)

The results are initially clearer for the fourth hypothesis, which assumed that
users would recognize a subjectively mediated approach. Respondents were
therefore presented with a semantic differential (see Table 3). In both cases, the
subjective reportages were perceived as more narrative, although this distinction
was more pronounced for the first topic, factory farming. For the second topic,
the differences between subjective and traditional reporting were only weakly
perceived overall. While respondents rated the subjective reportage on factory
farming as equally emotional and diverse as its traditional counterpart, they
failed to recognize several other core characteristics of subjective journalism.

The Y-Kollektiv reportage on factory farming was instead perceived as less
authentic, less reflective, less relevant, and more in need of explanation:

»It is more of a personal experience report supplemented by additional information. The

piece feels very >raw«. (...) Compared to the Spiegel video, it is much less factual and far more

subjective.« (No9)

»The report seems confusing because, on the one hand, the reporter takes a clear position

and, in the next moment, appears to hold a different opinion again.« (N245)

However, respondents perceived the subjective reportage as more surprising.
There was also a clear perception that, for the first topic, the traditional report-
age was more critical than the explicitly subjective version:

»The piece seems uncritical and biased to me. Reporter and protagonist are the same per-

son, openly expressing their personal opinion throughout the reportage.« (N119)
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Table 3

Results »subjectivity/objectivity«

Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
subjective traditional subjective traditional

V5 »The report/reportage appears to me...«
Scale: semantic differential with a 4-point scale in between (the first mentioned, left
pole corresponds to a low value, the second, right pole to a high value)

Narrative/non-narrative

| 1,7 | 2,2 | 1.9 | 2,0

Authentic/inauthentic

| 1,7 | 1.4 | 1,6 | 1,5

Emotional/unemotional

| 18 | 1,8 | 1,4 | 1,6

Reflective/unreflective

| 25 I | 20
Useful/useless

| 2,0 | 1,4 | 1,7 | 1,6
Relevant/irrelevant

| 1,5 | 1,2 | 1,4 | 1,3
Diverse/one-sided

| 2,6 | 2,6 | 2,4 | 2,5

Transparent/non-transparent

| 2,0 | 1,8 | 1.9 | 2,1

Comprehensible/needing explanation

| 2,1 | 1,6 | 1,8 | 1.7

Predictable/surprising

| 2,6 | 21 | 2,2 | 2,1

Critical/Uncritical

| 2,0 | 1,5 | 2,0 | 2,5

Mean values: (V5 H4, n = 121-167 per group)
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For the second topic, refugee sea rescue, this perception was reversed. Here,
respondents rated the Y-Kollektiv reportage as more critical:

»It [the report] appears more critical. It portrays more dramatically how refugees have to

suffer violence, persecution, and slavery.« (N36)

»The issue was addressed more critically and from multiple perspectives here. The subjec-

tivity creates a new, more personal layer, making the piece seem more comprehensible and

vivid.« (N112)

But do users feel a stronger need to discuss the contribution with friends or
relatives or to share it on social media, as the fifth hypothesis assumes? Here, the
two experiments produced contrasting results (see Table 4).

Table 4

Results »engagement and empowerment«

Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
subjective traditional subjective traditional

V6 »The report/reportage motivates me to discuss this topic with friends, my
family, or relatives.«

Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) - only participants who are active
on social media

2,7 23 2,6 2,8

V7 »l would comment on this report/reportage on social media (e.g., YouTube,
Instagram).«

Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) - only participants who are active
on social media.

4,0 4,0 4,1 4,6

V8 »| would share this report/reportage on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram).«

Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) - only participants who are active
on social media.

| ea | 38 | 38 | a0

Mean values: (V6-V8; H5, n=121-167 per group)

For the topic of factory farming, respondents were actually more likely to discuss
the traditional contribution — and less likely to discuss the subjective one — with
friends and family or share it on social media. In this case, the differences
between the mean values were particularly pronounced.
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By contrast, the subjective reportage on refugees elicited greater engagement
and willingness to act: »I feel addressed personally, motivated to learn more
about the issue, reflective, frustrated, and compelled to reconsider my own
views.« (N167) Respondents indicated that they would not only discuss this piece
more frequently with friends and relatives and share it more often, but would
also be significantly more likely to comment on it on social media.

Table 5
Results »mental state«

Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
subjective traditional subjective traditional

V9 »You have now watched the report/reportage. How did you feel after
watching it?«
Scale: semantic differential with a 4-point scale in between

Bored/interested

| 3,1 | 34 | 3,2 | 3,3

Unimpressed/impressed

| 3,0 | 3,0 | 3,1 | 31

Depressed/not depressed

| 1,6 | 1,6 | 2,0 | 2,3

Emotionally touched/factually informed

| 16 | 18| 17 | 20

Mean values (V9; H6, n= 121-167 per group)

The sixth hypothesis assumed that users’ emotional state would be affected
more negatively by consuming the subjective reportage, since it could potentially
be perceived as more emotional, authentic, critical, and overall more personal.
Overall, the patterns are fairly similar in both experiments, with three notable
exceptions (see Table 5). In the first experiment, users reported feeling more
interested after watching the traditional reportage (in the second set of reportag-
es, however, the difference between the two formats was negligible). The subjec-
tive reportage on factory farming was described by several respondents as »dis-
gusting« (N12; N172): »Very uncensored, honest, and revolting. I actually felt sick
while watching it. Some scenes genuinely shocked me.« (N2o1) The second set of
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reportages, meanwhile, left users feeling more depressed. Several respondents
described the explicitly subjective contribution as »oppressive« (N12; N45; N165),
»depressing,« or »sad« (N32; N109; N256). In both cases, however, users reported
being more emotionally affected by the subjective reportages:
»The report was very powerful. Some of the conditions shown were disturbing at times,
but unfortunately also highly realistic. Through the reporter, you had the feeling of being
even closer to what was happening, especially because you could follow his personal jour-
ney in relation to the topic.« (N66)
»It made me want to learn more about the issue, and it affected me emotionally.« (N144)
»This contribution enables a high degree of empathy. You feel sorry for the people in need.
You wish you could do something to help, but you do not know how. It is highly emotional
and shapes a clear opinion for me — namely, that people in need must be helped.« (N207)
Do users gain the impression that a report contains a clear stance or opinion
(e.g., on the part of the reporter)? Although the mean values for the seventh
hypothesis differ considerably, the findings are once again contradictory: While,
in the case of factory farming, users were significantly more likely to perceive
opinions and attitudes in the traditional reportage, this pattern was reversed for
the topic of refugees. Here, users were noticeably more likely to feel that the sub-
jective reportage contained opinions and value judgments:
»The report conveys a very clear and unequivocal opinion, which is also reflected in the
way it was filmed and narrated.« (N1s)
»The report seemed much more sentimental [...] and the creator of the video already
appeared to hold a preconceived opinion, as he consistently sided with the refugees.« (Nogs)
»The report and the reporter take a clear position. It is obvious that he wants to support
and >provec« this position through his footage. He wants to convey a message.« (N202)
»The report comes across as highly opinionated. [...] Through his positions, the reporter
assumes the role of an advocate for the victims.« (N255)
»The report serves only entertainment and opinion formation, not the objective informa-
tion of the audience. It promotes a clear stance, but one that is not substantiated by facts. It
is a one-sided, subjective, and unreflective report.« (N186)
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Table 6
Results »opinion«
Variable Mean values
Videos 1 (Factory farming) Videos 2 (Sea rescue)
subjective | traditional subjective | traditional

V10 »l feel that the report/reportage expresses a clear opinion.«
Scale: 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree)

2,4 | 1,7 1,8 | 2,5

Mean values (V10; H7, n=121-167 per group)

5. Conclusion and outlook: How subjective journalism can have
effects at the micro-, meso-, and macro-Level

Forms of subjective journalism aim to open up individual and personal perspec-
tives on social problems and everyday-life phenomena (see Steensen, 2011) by
making reporters’ expectations, experiences, and emotions an integral part of
the journalistic story. For media users, the established journalistic W-questions
can thus be expanded to include the question: »What does this do to me?« —a
question that presenters in these reportages regularly and explicitly pose as the
starting point for subjective reporting (see Brinkmann, 2025a, p. 381). An authen-
tic, emotion-oriented audience strategy appears potentially well suited to con-
veying complex issues in an emotional, entertaining, and opinionated way and,
particularly for young audiences, to providing important informational and ori-
entational functions. This is precisely the claim made by the presenter formats of
the public-service content network funk:
»Informative and orientation-oriented formats form a decisive part of funk’s public-ser-
vice remit: To participate in political processes, take part in societal discourses, and make
informed decisions, it is essential to understand what is happening in the world. Many
offerings from the categories of information and orientation serve this need.« (funk, 2024)
Despite the risk of a self-referential »selfie journalism« (Brinkmann, 2024b),
a narrative-emotional mode of address by (para-)journalistic actors such as pre-
senters, hosts, or »newsfluencers« (see Bause, 2021; Henn, 2023; Duckwitz, 2023;
Meier et al., 2025, pp. 45-46), combined with content optimized for social media
platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, or TikTok, also appears to be a journal-
istically appropriate strategy for gaining reach and audience resonance among
younger target groups. The extent to which these aims and potentials of subjec-
tive journalism can actually be realized was examined by exploring how young
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users perceive explicitly subjective reportage formats and how these formats
affect them. The concept of subjective journalism pursues objectives at three
levels. It might be assumed that viewing a single piece of content is already suf-
ficient to produce measurable effects on users (see Meier, 2018b, p. 19). However,
the findings of this study show that the perception and effects of subjective jour-
nalism — at least in the case of explicitly subjective reportage formats — must be
considered in a differentiated manner and that conclusions should therefore be
drawn with caution:

+ At the micro-level, users recognize key elements of subjective journalism,
such as emotionality, narrativity, and opinion. However, they do not feel
better informed or better oriented and, somewhat surprisingly, do not find
themselves better entertained either. Nor do they clearly perceive explicitly
subjective reportages as more authentic, more reflective, or more critical
than traditional reportages.

« At the meso-level, it is noteworthy that users indicate they would be more
likely to comment on subjective contributions on social media platforms,
underscoring the discursive and participatory potential of this journalistic
concept — a strategically important finding for media organizations with
regard to younger target groups. Beyond this, however, no further effects
could be measured: users do not express a desire to watch more subjective
reportages, nor are they more likely to share them on social media. Like-
wise, interest in the topic, the medium, or the reporter is not demonstrably
strengthened. Nevertheless, the large communities surrounding subjective
presenter formats (e.g., STRG_F or Die Frage) suggest that this first-per-
son approach to journalism can indeed foster a close relationship with
audiences.

+ At the macro-level, although users reported that subjective reporting affected
them more emotionally and was more likely to stimulate discussion, the
quantitative survey revealed few clear effects in terms of greater personal
involvement and empowerment. However, the qualitative findings suggest that
subjective reporting may increase problem awareness among some users,
although it remains unclear whether this ultimately translates into greater
civicengagement.

The findings of this study on perception and effects show that users recognize
key characteristics of subjective journalism — such as emotion, narration, and
opinion — in explicitly subjective formats. If »the schemes of journalism — such
as reporting patterns and forms of presentation — are negotiated over the long

4 Brinkmann (2025a, pp. 773-782) has shown, drawing on the structural-individualist approach developed by
Reinemann and Baugut (2016), how the development of subjective journalism can be theoretically modelled
and empirically described as a trend extending from the societal macro-level, via the meso-level of journalis-
tic organizations, to the micro-level of subjectively rational journalists and back to the macro-level.
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term between producers and audiences within a media system« (Meier, 2018b,
p- 20), and if journalistic practices and their modalities (e.g., topic and news fac-
tors, audience expectations, or media-ethical norms) are (re)produced through
the recursive interplay of structural and performative elements (see Wyss, 2016;
Buschow, 2018), the question arises as to whether this also applies to subjective
journalism. Do users recognize whether a contribution primarily has a news-ori-
ented and objective intention (the provision of information), pursues an inves-
tigative or interpretive approach (criticism or orientation), or seeks to open up
a narrative-subjective perspective on a topic (personal engagement)? This study
provides initial evidence that users are indeed able to distinguish between such
reporting patterns; however, the findings are by no means as clear-cut as origi-
nally expected.

Moreover, the results may be subject to several sources of bias. First, the stu-
dent participants surveyed possess specific media usage patterns and media
literacy, meaning that the findings would likely differ among other groups of
respondents. Second, reportage formats — which are inherently subjective forms
of presentation (see Brinkmann, 2024a, pp. 86—88) — were selected for both
experiments. As a result, compared with traditional reportages, the explicit
characteristics of subjective presenter formats may not have been sufficiently
pronounced. It therefore seems worthwhile to compare subjective forms of jour-
nalism, from the perspective adopted in this study, with other, more »objective«
forms of presentation (e.g., background reports or feature articles) in order to
identify potentially stronger effects.
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Appendix

Questions and variables in the standardised survey of young media users (based
on Meier, 2018b)

Variables and questions:

V1.1 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well informed.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V1.2 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well able to form an
opinion.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V1.3 »After watching the report/reportage, I feel well entertained.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V2 »I feel that information or aspects are missing in this report/reportage.«

Scale: 1(no information missing) to 6 (much information missing)

V3 »Do you want to learn more about the topic covered in the report/
reportage?«
Scale: 1 (Yes, after watching I will actively research/seek the topic) to 4 (No, if T encounter the topic

again, Iwill ignore it)

V4 »I really like the way the report is told. I would like to see more reports/
reportages like this.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

Vs »The report/reportage appears to me...«
Scale: Semantic differential with 4-point scale in between (the first mentioned, left pole corre-
sponds to alow value, the second, right pole to a high value)
...Narrative/non-narrative

...Authentic/inauthentic

...Emotional/unemotional

...Reflective/unreflective

...Useful/useless

...Relevant/irrelevant

...Diverse/one-sided

..Transparent/non-transparent

...Comprehensible/needing explanation
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...Predictable/surprising

...Critical/uncritical

V6 »The report/reportage motivates me to discuss this topic with friends, my
family, or relatives.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)

V7 »I would comment on this report/reportage on social media (e.g., YouTube,
Instagram etc.).«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all) — only those active in social networks

V8 »I would share this report/reportage on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twit-
ter, Instagram etc.).«

Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all) — only those active in social networks

Vo9 »You have now watched the report/reportage. How did you feel after
watching?«

Scale: Semantic differential with 4-point scale in between

...Bored/interested

...Unimpressed/impressed

...Depressed/not depressed

...Emotionally touched/factually informed

V1o »I feel that the report/reportage expresses a clear opinion.«
Scale: 1 (fully applies) to 6 (does not apply at all)
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Strategies and patterns in climate reporting in right-wing
anti-public discourse

Abstract: On social media platforms, »alternative media« are considered key
players in spreading climate skepticism. This content ranges from one-sided
opinion pieces to climate-related disinformation. This article analyzes specif-
ic strategies used by German-language right-wing alternative media on the
topics of climate protection and the energy transition. The analysis is based
on assessments by reputable fact-checking formats (n=38). Overall, four pat-
terns in the reporting were identified that presumably contribute to climate
skepticism among the public: (1) attacks against the scientific consensus on
climate change; (2) dubious sources and »experts«; (3) misleading reporting;
(4) discrediting of political opponents.

Keywords: alternative media, climate skepticism, energy transition, disinforma-
tion, right-wing populism, climate reporting

A recent report by the German research project »NoTorIous« identifies key
actors and narratives in climate-related disinformation on social media plat-
forms. In the entire data set!", several »alternative media« outlets are among the
top 10 domains that feature suspicious posts (cf. Borgmann et al., 2025, p. 9). This
suggests a separate »ecosystem« for spreading climate skepticism and narratives
of delay, which uses the content of alternative media for this purpose (cf. Bérg-
mann et al., p. 10). The research report confirms the thesis that right-wing
alternative blogs have become an important vehicle for mobilizing opposition to

1 3.3 million German-language posts on X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, Telegram, and Instagram that deal
with climate-related topics and were published between 2019 and 2023.
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climate action, linking the political milieus of conservatism, economic liberal-
ism, and market fundamentalism with radical libertarian and right-wing popu-
list groups (cf. Quent et al., 2022, p. 174).

For several years now, climate reporting in right-wing alternative media has
impacted politics. For instance, since 2018 social media accounts of the right-
wing party Alternative for Germany (Alternative fiir Deutschland, AfD) gradual-
ly adopted climate-specific terms that had initially appeared on right-wing pop-
ulist news sites (cf. Kniipfer & Hoffmann, 2024). In the run-up to the 2021 Ger-
man federal election, there was already a significant increase in climate-skeptical
posts, with the accounts responsible primarily sharing content from right-wing
outlets such as Tichys Einblick or Deutschland-Kurier (cf. Matlach & Janulewicz,
2021, p. 16). Nevertheless, the role of right-wing alternative media in climate-re-
lated disinformation is largely only mentioned in passing. Therefore, this article
analyzes specific cases and strategies for spreading climate skepticism through
German-language »alternative media.« It is based on selected assessments by
established fact-checking formats, which are now also regarded as reliable sourc-
esin journalism research (cf. Zwins, 2025, p. 65ff.).

First, a targeted search was conducted for relevant media projects and terms
such as »climate« and »energy transition« on German-language fact-checking
websites (including AFp Faktencheck, Correctiv, and Mimikama). The identified
sources (n=38), which expose climate-related misinformation in articles pub-
lished by right-wing media projects, were evaluated using a structured content
analysis (cf. Mayring, 2022, p. 96ff.): step by step, four (superior) categories
were formed, derived from the sources themselves, and considered by climate
researchers as methods for spreading anti-ecological positions (deductive-induc-
tive approach, see Chapter 3). To avoid generalizing attributions in the research
section, the media projects examined in these fact checks are always identified by
name.

1. »Alternative media« and climate skepticism

The term »alternative media« emerged in the second half of the 2o0th centu-
ry and was originally used for left-leaning publications within the context of
social movements. It was not until the era of digitalization that an increasing
number of right-wing actors claimed the term for themselves (cf. Hooffack-
er, 2020). Currently, communication research advocates for an inclusive and — in
contrast to the »mainstream media« — multi-relational definition of alternative
media; the decisive factors here are self-image as well as the evaluation by com-
petitors and the audience (cf. Holt et al., 2019). However, since it is now often a
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self-designation for PR purposes, the use of the term has been met with criticism
and is therefore placed in quotation marks in this article.

The spectrum of right-wing »alternative media« is broad, ranging from right-
wing conservative and libertarian outlets to those promoting conspiracy theories
and far-right publications. However, they are all united by their rejection of
supposed liberal elites and a common narrative of Europe’s path to ruin (cf. Pau-
litsch, 2025a, p. 73f.). With the rise of the climate movement and the ongoing
energy transition, the topic of »climate« has also come into the focus of relevant
publications in recent years. Since then, so-called climate skepticism™ occupies a
remarkably large amount of space in German-language »alternative media,« as
evidenced by front pages, dedicated sections, or special editions (cf. Lamberty &
Nocun, 2023, p. 65f.). Furthermore, the current network of right-wing alterna-
tive media in climate reporting enables them to form their own »citation cartels«
(Brunnengriber, 2018, p. 287) as they cross-reference one another or draw on the
same anti-ecological actors (cf. Haupt, 2020, p. 180). This coordinated collabo-
ration is likely to contribute to the fact that climate-skeptical terms and oppo-
nents of the energy transition repeatedly find their way into established media
(cf. Brunnengriber, 2018, p. 286f.).

2. Connections to anti-ecological actors?

This raises the following question: What motivates right-wing »alternative
media« to campaign against climate protection? One plausible explanation lies
in their symbiotic relationship with right-wing populist parties, which are often
skeptical or even hostile towards science-based climate protection measures,
such as the AfD in Germany or the Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (FPO) in Aus-
tria (cf. Haller, 2018; Paulitsch, 2025b). Furthermore, a significant portion of the
»alternative media« maintains more or less overt connections to lobby organiza-
tions and think tanks which now play an important role in spreading anti-eco-
logical positions in Europe (cf. Almiron et al., 2020).

The European Institute for Climate & Energy (EIKE) is considered a key player
in Germany in this regard. Contrary to its self-description, EIKE is not a research
institution, but rather a registered association founded in 2007 and based in
Jena, Germany, which cooperates with influential climate denial organiza-
tions abroad (e.g., the Heartland Institute in the us; cf. Moreno et al., 2022).
As a lobbying organization, EIKE is composed only partly of natural scientists,
with some members maintaining close ties to political actors.!® On its website,

2 Adistinction must be made between climate science skepticism (or climate denial), climate policy and instru-
ment skepticism, and rejection of the energy transition (classification according to Brunnengriber, 2018).
3 For details on EIKE’s political connections, see: Lobbypedia, »European Institute for Climate and Energy.«
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EIKE frequently publishes articles from right-wing »alternative media« outlets,
including Tichys Einblick, Achse des Guten, and eigentiimlich frei. Conversely, Axel
Robert Gohring, an employee of EIKE, has published in several such outlets in the
past, such as eigentiimlich frei, Compact, and the Swiss Weltwoche (cf. Draeger & Tus-
che, 2025). In 2024, right-wing alternative publications such as Tichys Einblick and
Der Sandwirt invited people to a »Biirgergipfel« [citizens’ summit] in Stuttgart, at
which EIKE appeared as a partner alongside other relevant media outlets.

There are also personnel overlaps with neoliberal and market-radical groups,
some of whose members also appear in the anti-ecological milieu. For example,
several (guest) authors of the right-wing libertarian magazine eigentimlich frei
are also active in think tanks such as the Ludwig von Mises Institute Germany*
or the Friedrich A. von Hayek Society®®. The editor of Tichys Einblick was or is also
a member of the Friedrich A. von Hayek Society and the Mont Pélerin Society
(cf. Quent et al., 2022, p. 171ff.). Several authors at Tichys Einblick have also spo-
ken in the past at Vernunftkraft, an umbrella organization of anti-wind power
initiatives.!! The main sponsor of the German right-wing populist publication
NIUs and its Austrian subsidiary eXXpress is the honorary chairman of a regional
association of the cou Economic Council/cou-Wirtschaftsrat, which repeatedly
stands out as a »vigorous opponent of climate protection« (Deckwirth, 2024).

The motivations behind such connections are unclear and may be driven
purely by ideological considerations. In light of the climate policy positions of
organizations such as EIKE, it is not surprising that many right-wing »alterna-
tive media« outlets primarily rail against the energy transition. Additionally, it
should be noted that approximately half of the twenty leading German-language
»alternative media« outlets maintain economic, personal, and/or media connec-
tions to the Kremlin or Russia (cf. Beseler & T6pfl, 2024). This raises the question
of whether foreign (economic) interests may also play a role in the media’s agita-
tion against climate protection (cf. Vrba, 2023).

3. Strategies in climate reporting

The anti-ecological narratives in »alternative media« are diverse and are regular-
ly adapted to align with social trends. In addition, the ideologically diverse orien-
tation of right-wing »alternative media« contributes to the fact that their content
priorities in climate reporting can diverge. Nevertheless, based on fact-checking

4 E.g., Jorg Guido Hiilsmann, senior fellow at the Mises Institute and member of the editorial board of ei-
gentiimlich frei.

5 E.g., Gerd Habermann, initiator and co-founder of the Friedrich A. von Hayek Society, or André F. Li-
chtschlag, editor of eigentiimlich frei and member of the Friedrich A. von Hayek Society.

6 For information on individual persons, see: Lobbypedia, »Roland Tichy.«
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analyses, four strategies — which cannot be strictly separated from one anoth-
er — can be observed that currently contribute (or are intended to contribute) to
climate skepticism among the population. Essentially, these consist of the clas-
sic, decades-old repertoire of international climate change denial (cf. Coan et al.,
2021; Quenteta., 2022, p. 182ff.).

3.1 Attacks against the scientific consensus on climate change

One initial strategy is to attack the scientific consensus on climate change!”,
specifically that global warming is caused by human activities and greenhouse
gas emissions. On the one hand, some media projects continue to suggest that
there is no established scientific evidence or a serious controversy within cli-
mate research. To this end, the causes of climate change are called into question,
e.g. claiming that the influence of coz emissions is negligible (cf. Lehn, 2024b
regarding Epoch Times; Ollig 2025 [Reportz4]), that volcanoes emit significantly
more coz, or that actually solar cycles are responsible for global warming (cf.
Gindl, 2024 [Reportz4]). For such long-disproved claims, right-wing »alternative
media« either resort to absolute minority positions or fail to cite any serious evi-
dence at all. On the other hand, studies on the broad climate science consensus or
accepted climate models can also be portrayed as manipulative or prone to error
(cf. Thom, 2023; Zwins, 2023 [AUF1]).

Conspiracy-minded »alternative media« outlets in particular often present key
findings on the climate crisis as a construct of global elites. According to them,
the main responsible persons are alleged »globalists,« such as members of the
World Economic Forum (WEF), who supposedly use climate protection measures
to make money or work towards establishing an authoritarian »climate dicta-
torship« (cf. Zwins, 2023 [aUF1]; Gindl, 2024 [Report24]). The aim is to create the
impression among the public that science-based climate policy is directed against
the needs of the population and is in reality driven by the interests of lobbyists.
Consequently, far-right media outlets like Aurz and Compact frequently use terms
such as »climate hoax,« »climate lies,« or »allegedly man-made climate change«
(cf. Lamberty & Nocun, 2023, p. 64f.). Besides established science, a popular tar-
get here — unsurprisingly — is the mainstream media, which is also accused of
having an agenda in its climate reporting (cf. e.g. Hollingsworth, 2025).

However, most »alternative media« are no longer primarily concerned with
denying climate change or the human contribution to it. Rather, the current
climate reporting of right-wing alternative portals aims to discredit climate
protection measures and their proponents. At the core is the accusation that

7 According to several studies, the consensus on human-made climate change is at least 99 percent among cli-
mate researchers.
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evidence-based solutions for greater climate protection are ineffective, restrict
individual freedom, and/or pose a massive threat to the domestic economy
(cf. Sommer et al., 2022, p. 62ff.; Nicolosi et al., 2025); opposing positions and
advocates of the energy transition are regularly discredited with terms such as
»climate madness,« »climate hysterics,« or »climate apocalypticism« (Quent et
al., 2022, p. 174£.). It is not uncommon for these portals to use misleading meth-
ods while claiming that the energy transition will lead to a decline in prosperity
and widespread power outages (see 3.3.).

3.2 Dubious sources and >experts«

Time and again, »alternative media« use seemingly reputable evidence to sup-
port their own climate-skeptical narrative. As a rule, these are sources that,
from a journalistic perspective, would at least require critical assessment. This
includes statements by well-known climate deniers (cf. Thom, 2023 [AUF1]) as
well as judgements by established institutions, e.g., government agencies, which
have already been publicly debunked from a climate science perspective (cf. Lehn,
2024 b [Epoch Times]). Right-wing alternative outlets are particularly fond of
reporting on joint statements and open letters from (supposed) experts who con-
tradict the climate emergency or the causes of global warming. However, reports
on these petitions often fail to mention that only a few climate researchers are
among the signatories, many of them have denied the dangers of climate change
in the past and/or have connections to the fossil fuel industry and climate-skep-
tical organizations (cf. Nelkner, 2019 [Epoch Times]; Echtermann & Eckert, 2019
[including Tichys Einblick; Epoch Times|; Zwins, 2023 [AUF1]).

In addition, most »alternative media« also feature alleged climate experts
who either have little standing in the field of climate science or lack relevant
expertise. Although these interviewees mostly do not fundamentally question
climate change itself, they argue against proposed climate policy solutions such
as a coz tax or the expansion of renewable energies (cf. Haupt, 2020, p. 178f.).
This includes, among others, the chemist, former manager, and former politician
of the Social Democratic Party (spD) Fritz Vahrenholt, arguably one of Germany’s
most prominent climate science skeptics (cf. Brunnengriber et al., 2024, p. 154).
Vahrenholt is currently mobilizing public opinion against wind power in par-
ticular and has ample opportunity to speak on right-wing portals (cf. e.g. Reve-
land/Siggelkow, 2023 [N1Us]). While recognized climate researchers are often
disparaged in the reporting of right-wing alternative media, their own »experts«
are portrayed as trustworthy and truly independent (cf. Hafner, 2024, p. 104f.).
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3.3. Misleading reporting

Many far-right alternative media outlets deliberately use misleading methods by
distorting or selectively presenting sources and information (cf. Paulitsch, 2024,
p- 32). This strategy is also used in climate reporting, especially on the topic of
energy policy. One popular example of this is the claim — repeatedly refuted in
fact checks — that the expansion of wind farms leads to even more droughts or
dry spells, for example because it weakens jet streams (cf. Todtmann, 2022 [Epoch
Times]; Zwins, 2024 [Deutschland-Kurier]).®! Such misleading reports are either
based on misrepresented studies (see Kornatz, 2023 [including AuFi]), invented
quotes (see Thom, 2024 [Deutschland-Kurier]), or pure speculation: Immediately
after a blackout on the Iberian Peninsula in spring 2025, right-wing alternative
portals gave the impression that the likely cause was an overproduction of solar
power or photovoltaic systems, which later proved to be false (cf. Laschyk, 2025
[Apollo News; Tichys Einblick]). Images can also be used manipulatively to sow dis-
trust of the energy transition, e.g. through inauthentic video footage of allegedly
burning solar plants as a result of a heat wave (cf. Bernhard, 2025 [InfaRotMedien]).
Such reports in the »alternative media« sometimes contribute to delaying the
expansion of renewable energy sources locally (cf. e.g. Kapeller, 2024).

There are also repeated instances of distorted reporting on climate policy
developments at the international level. For example, numerous right-wing
alternative media outlets spread the claim that around 100 cities would ban the
consumption of meat, dairy products, or the possession of private cars starting in
2030. In reality, the document in question™ merely analyzed consumption-based
emissions and offered cities suggestions for reducing them (see Funke, 2023
[including tkp, Reitschuster, Weltwoche]). The same applies to climate policy meas-
ures taken by other countries, which right-wing »alternative media« outlets
report incorrectly or in misleading ways, such as a decision on energy targets
by Sweden’s government (cf. Lehn, 2023 [including Unzensuriert, tkp, Tichys Ein-
blick])" or a court ruling on wind farm permits in France (cf. Lehn, 2024 a; Nico-
laus 2024 [Deutschland-Kurier, Tichys Einblick]).0'" False news about climate pro-
tection measures abroad is likely to be particularly effective since it is less easily
verifiable for the domestic audience.

8 Interestingly, arguments against wind turbines here are based on nature conservation and environmental
protection. However, this perspective is usually ignored when it comes to coal mining or nuclear power.

9 Specifically, a report published in 2019 by the »C40 Network,« an association of around 100 mayors world-
wide who want to take joint action against climate change.

10 Here: That Sweden is leaving the EU’s »Green Deal« even though it had merely adjusted its energy produc-
tion targets for 2040 (no longer 100 percent from renewables, but »fossil-free«).

11 Here: That wind turbines are now illegal in France, even though the administrative court ruling only re-
ferred to a formal error in noise protection conditions and did not affect existing wind farms.
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Another misleading method used by »alternative media« is to selectively
quote individual passages or details from reputable climate research findings in
order to sow climate skepticism; this form of decontextualization is commonly
referred to as cherry-picking (cf. Quent et al., 2022, p. 185f.). On the one hand, it
can serve to cast doubt on the urgency of the climate crisis or to give the all-clear,
e.g. in the case of specific weather phenomena such as above-average snowfall
in the northern hemisphere (cf. Orsini 2022 [Unzensuriert]). In the summer of
2025, Reportz4 reported that Australia’s Great Barrier Reef was thriving because,
according to official data, no coral bleaching had been observed in June — the
fact that it was winter in Australia at this time and therefore no additional
bleaching is usual was not mentioned in the article (cf. Nass, 2025; Ollig 2025; see
also Thom, 2023 [AUF1]).

On the other hand, cherry-picking is used to take individual theses from cli-
mate researchers out of context in order to ridicule climate science in general.
In the case of individual weather events, previous statements by experts can be
quoted in a mocking manner, e.g. that there will hardly be any snowfall in the
future, without these predictions being put in a journalistic context (cf. Crestani,
2023 [eXXpress]). Similarly, individual details are sometimes picked out from cur-
rent studies in order to portray them as dubious or unreliable, as this was recent-
ly the case with the Austrian Assessment Report on Climate Change (cf. Gutschi,
2025 [eXXpress]).

3.4 Attacks on political opponents

With the rise of the international climate movement, attacks by right-wing alter-
native media on political opponents have also intensified in recent years. This
initially affected the relatively young movement Fridays for Future, initiated by
school strikes by the Swedish activist Greta Thunberg (see Dave et al., 2020). Since
2019, right-wing »alternative news sites« increasingly used terms such as »Greta
disciples,« »Greta youth,« and »climate cult« to portray the activists as quasi-re-
ligious and thus irrational (cf. Kniipfer & Hoffmann, 2024). As a result of the pro-
tests by the climate-protection movement Last Generation since 2022, the framing
of the climate movement as terrorists has increased in German-language »alter-
native media« (cf. Bundtzen, 2023). In addition to the accusation of »terrorism«
against Last Generation, there have also been repeatedly misleading reports, for
instance that a traffic blockade caused the death of a woman or that these protest
groups were receiving government funding (cf. Gindl, 2024 [Report24]). Further-
more, climate activists are often accused of left-wing extremism, while right-wing
extremist incidents tend to be downplayed (cf. Eckert, 2024 [eXXpress)).

In the wake of the energy crisis beginning in 2022, Green parties in Ger-
man-speaking countries have also become a central target in climate reporting
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by right-wing »alternative media« (cf. Bundtzen & Matlach, 2023, p. 10f.). Admit-
tedly, »alternative media« had already been agitating against the Greens before,
for example in the wake of environmental disasters (cf. Echtermann, 2020 [Epoch
Times]) or during the 2021 German federal election campaign (cf. Réttger et al., 2021
[including Info-DIREKT, Reportz4]). However, after the Russian invasion of Ukraine,
the Greens came under even greater scrutiny from right-wing portals, which por-
trayed climate policy by the Greens as primarily responsible for the looming ener-
gy shortage. A vivid example for this is the YouTube channel »Achtung, Reichelt!«
between April 2022 and January 2023, which primarily polemicized against the
Greens and Robert Habeck, while Vladimir Putin, as the actual cause of the energy
crisis, was hardly mentioned (see in: zaPp, 2023). A common tactic among right-
wing »alternative media« is to portray politicians of the Green Party as ideological-
ly driven and therefore authoritarian, for example by using shortened or even false
quotes (cf. Helberg, 2019 [PI-News]; Seegers, 2024 [Apollo News)).

4. Concluding remarks

The spread of climate skepticism is not limited solely to the spectrum of right-
wing »alternative media« (cf. Rahmstorf, 2024, p. 185f.). Most recently, for
example, coverage on the planned law on energy for buildings by the so-called
»Ampel« [traffic light] coalition has shown that even established (tabloid) media
outlets work with misleading oversimplifications (cf. Jost & Mack, 2024). Howev-
er, right-wing »alternative media« are currently likely to disregard journalistic
standards for reporting on climate issues far more deliberately, since most of
them also reject the rules of professional self-regulation (cf. Paulitsch, 2024,
p- 35f.). In addition, there are connections to climate-skeptical organizations that
are rarely discussed in the German-language mainstream media. Professional
journalism will thus face an even greater challenge in the future to expose meth-
ods of climate-related disinformation and investigate the intentions of right-
wing alternative portals. In conclusion, it would be desirable to pursue investiga-
tive climate journalism, as advocated by media scientist Bernhard Porksen (2024).
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Martina Thiele: Why a book about German-Jewish journalists? Is it your per-
sonal contribution to what we call collective memory?

Siegfried Weischenberg: From my generation’s perspective, much has been
neglected, even though there were certainly commendable examples of »coming
to terms with the past.« Over the decades, I myself have been confronted with the
topics of the Holocaust and anti-Semitism in various ways — or not at all. In high
school, this wasn’t covered at all in history class...

It was quite different during my school years, from 1974 to 198.

I was born in 1948. When I was about 14, I saw a movie in the theater for
the first time about the liberation of a concentration camp — I think it was
Auschwitz — with all those unbelievable images of the murder of Jewish men and
women.

Do you remember which film that was? Alain Resnais’ Night and Fog from 1956?
Erwin Leiser’s Mein Kampf from 19602

I’'m not entirely sure about that. Later, in 1978, there was the extremely contro-
versial American series Holocaust about the Weiss family. And as a journalist, I
wrote reports for Reuters for a while on the Diisseldorf Majdanek trial.

Eberhard Fechner made a three-part interview film about this trial, Der Prozefs
(1984). He was incredibly disappointed with the time slot the film was given
and the rather limited response it received ... I only mention this because
I've dealt extensively with journalistic controversies surrounding Holocaust
films.™

Yes, in the 1980s, the topic of »coming to terms with the past« was more prom-
inent. Years later, on the occasion of Gerd Bucerius’s 10oth birthday, I gave a
lecture at the University of Haifa, where I also met with Holocaust survivors. My
co-speaker was Moshe Zimmermann. And in Hamburg, until my retirement, I
worked and lived very close to the site where the burned-down synagogue once
stood and where the Talmud Torah School is located, which has had to be guard-
ed for years — which is a shame. Throughout the area, so-called »Stolpersteine«
(stumbling stones) have been laid to commemorate people who were killed by the

1 Thiele, Martina (2007). Publizistische Kontroversen iiber den Holocaust im Film. [Journalistic Controversies over the
Holocaust in Film]. 2nd ed. Lit-Verlag. The book examines the controversies surrounding the films Morituri
(1948), Night and Fog (1956), Mein Kampf (1960), Ein Tag [A Day] (1965), Holocaust (1978), Der ProzefS [The Trial]
(1984), Shoah (1985), and Schindler’s List (1993).
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Nazis in the concentration camps. Of course, this is merely an outsider’s form of
moral or emotional engagement, incomparable to what someone like Hape Ker-
keling recalls in memory of his grandfather.’ Such memories are particularly
important, which is why I included Inge Deutschkron in my second book; she
survived the Holocaust in hiding in Berlin with her mother and later made sig-
nificant contributions to the »culture of remembrance« — such as through her
speech in the German Bundestag on January 30, 20131, 80 years after Hitler’s rise
to power, and in memory of the victims of National Socialism.

For your book on German-Jewish journalists, you draw primarily on their
autobiographies. Aren’t these rather questionable sources, especially from
the perspective of a social scientist who has conducted empirical journalism
research and who has argued from a systemic and professional perspective
rather than an individualistic one?

I'll have to back up a bit to explain that. Right from the start of my sociology
studies, I not only explored the methodology of interviewing in theory - at the
time, based on the volume Das Interview', edited by René Konig — but also gained
practical interview experience. For instance, during the semester break, I worked
as an interviewer in the Ruhr region and the Eifel for a study on administrative
reform. I conducted my first extended journalistic interview during my intern-
ship at the Neue Ruhr-Zeitung with Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in her apartment in
Mainz. The topic was the successes and failures of public opinion polling. Later, I
launched representative surveys on »Journalism in Germany«® and offered uni-
versity courses on the theory and practice of interviewing, because I repeatedly
observed shortcomings in real-world journalism. I had experienced this first-
hand during my time as pjv chairman® when I was frequently interviewed and
appeared on talk shows, for example. At the same time, I had discovered auto-
biographies as, so to speak, »answers without questions« — or more precisely:
memoirs as a form of self-interrogation.

2 Speech by Hape Kerkeling on the anniversary of the liberation of the Buchenwald concentration
camp on April 11, 2026, available in German at: https://www.stiftung-gedenkstaetten.de/reflexionen/
reflexionen-2026/kerkeling; accessed on May 28, 2026

3 Speech by Inge Deutschkron in the German Bundestag on January 30, 2013, available in German at: https://
www.bundestag.de/webarchiv/textarchiv/zo13/rede_deutschkron-252298; accessed on May 28, 2026

4 Konig, René (1957) (ed.). Das Interview. Formen — Technik — Auswertung. [The Interview: Form, technique, and
analysis.] With the collaboration of Dietrich Riischemeyer and Erwin K. Scheuch. 2nd, completely revised and
expanded edition. Verlag fiir Politik und Wirtschaft.

5 Weischenberg, Siegfried, Loffelholz, Martin, & Scholl, Armin (1994). Merkmale und Einstellungen von
Journalisten. Journalismus in Deutschland II. Media Perspektiven, 4, pp. 154—167. And: Weischenberg, Sieg-
fried, Malik, & Maja, Scholl, Armin (2006). Die Souffleure der Mediengesellschaft. Report iiber die Journalisten in
Deutschland. [The whisperers of the media society: A report on journalists in Germany.] UVK.

6 Siegfried Weischenberg served as Federal Chairman of the German Journalists’ Association (pjv) from 1999 to
2001, one of the largest journalists’ unions in Europe in terms of membership.
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Self-questioning sounds good, but self-answering carries the risk of omitting
events or glossing over them.

In the first chapter of the book, I discussed the question of the validity of these
sources in greater detail, and this seemed necessary to me. Of course, autobi-
ographies generally contain a mix of memories and inventions, which becomes
particularly evident when authors appear to reproduce dialogues and details of
encounters from the distant past verbatim, which does not seem credible. Fur-
thermore, there are examples of contradictions between the memoirs of different
individuals. However, this is offset by the advantages of authenticity, because
these autobiographies describe firsthand experiences rather than primarily
reproducing what is found in secondary sources. In the case of public figures,
there is the additional factor that they generally wrote their memoirs themselves,
since, as professional authors, they did not need ghostwriters. Above all, how-
ever, it is important to note: What I am doing here is not alternative journalism
research, but rather a kind of supplement to the empirical research that I have
focused on for many years.

I’'m also particularly interested in the selection of the people profiled and the
term »media legends« you’ve chosen. What defines a media legend? Which
publicists, writers, and journalists do you count among the legendary ones?

I naturally asked myself these questions when I dusted off the book project
that had been sitting in my drawer for a long time. At first, selecting the people
I wanted to profile seemed quite simple: generally, only someone who is suffi-
ciently popular to find a publisher willing to release their memoirs can publish
them. Legends, however, — one would assume — play in a league of their own.
Often, even during their lifetimes, they possess the status of »chosen ones,« a
status that has been established in the public eye through a mix of being »out of
the ordinary,« »famous,« and »enduringly popular.« For induction into a Hall
of Fame, factors such as charisma, presence, and impact in a specific field — be it
politics, soccer, art, or the media — apparently play a central role.

In your case, as a journalism professor, the field of media and journalism was
clear. Still, the question remains: who had to be included when it comes to
German-Jewish media legends? What exactly does »German-Jewish« mean?

Yes, selecting individuals who meet specific criteria is difficult on a case-by-case
basis, especially if one wishes to explore »media legends« over a longer period
of time. However, for Schuld und Geheimnis, which focuses on the first half of the
20th century and in particular the period between 1919 and 1945, it wasn’t that
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difficult for me. This applies in particular to outstanding figures such as Alfred
Kerr, Theodor Wolff, Hans Habe, Georg Stefan Troller, Ralph Giordano, Hilde
Spiel, Margret Boveri, Elisabeth Noelle, Sebastian Haffner, and Henri Nan-
nen. >German< was defined broadly here, thus including figures such as Stefan
Grofdmann, Friedrich Stampfer, Hans Habe, Hilde Spiel, Georg Stefan Troller,
and Stéphane Roussel in the Austro-Hungarian Empire or in Austria after World
War I, as well as those born in Czechoslovakia, such as Willy Haas, or in Poland,
such as Marcel Reich-Ranicki. They all had — »just like« Alfred Kerr, Theodor
Wolff, Gabriele Tergit, Immanuel Birnbaum, Hans Sahl, Curt Riess, Gerhard
Lowenthal, and Ralph Giordano — »Jewish roots« in the sense of a racialized
attribution, regardless of the extent to which they professed the Jewish faith.
As for the »media legends,« the decisions regarding the second volume on the
»Bonn Republic,« which I am currently working on, were more difficult for me.
There was, for example, the »man of the century« Eduard Rhein, who filled the
coffers of the Springer-Verlag with his v guide HorZu, or Marion Grifin Dénhoff
and Peter von Zahn, who had a formative influence on the press and television,
respectively. But what do you do with someone like the agitator Karl-Eduard von
Schnitzler, who was very influential in the GDR with his Tv propaganda program
Der schwarze Kanal, or the far-right Franz Schonhuber, who, with his dialect talk
show Jetzt red’ I in Bavaria, almost became 1v editor-in-chief at Bayerischer Rund-
funk before he ended up with the far-right parties Republicans and the National
Democratic Party of Germany (NPD)? In any case, both have left behind interest-
ing autobiographies.

The autobiography of the former ss man Franz Schénhuber had the revea-
ling title Ich war dabei [I Was There]. This brings me back to the question of
the selection criteria and the two-part structure of the book Guilt and secrecy:
On the one hand, you write about those journalists with »Jewish roots« who
were »persecuted and expelled«; on the other, about those who incurred a
»second guilt« through »concealment and repression.« In his book of the
same name, Ralph Giordano used this term »second guilt« to refer to the guilt
of repression and denial after 1945. But what about before that? What exactly
constituted the first guilt of those who remained in Germany — I'll call them
»desk perpetrators« for now?

This dichotomy was not initially the basis of my concept; however, after intensive
study of the material and a focus on the years after 1933, it emerged almost of its
own accord. This second group consisted of individuals whose culpable behavior
varied greatly. There were those who actively participated as registered Nazis,
others whom one would rather describe as bystanders and conformists [Mit-
ldufer] — but also those with »proof of Aryan descent« for whom no (»primary«)
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guilt can be established because they — like Axel Eggebrecht or Felix von Eck-
ardt — successfully withdrew to the margins of journalism. Or »Aryans« who,
like Carl von Ossietzky or H. H. Stuckenschmidt, were persecuted by the Nazis for
(cultural) political reasons. »Concealment and repression« refers directly to such
cases, which, in Giordano’s view, incurred a >second guilt< after the war by failing
to acknowledge their past in the journalism of the sThird Reich.<

As I delved into all these »legends,« I repeatedly came across behaviors that
drew direct parallels to the present day. For instance, the trivialization of right-
wing extremism — even after Hitler’s rise to power, when the Nazis turned the
country upside down within a matter of weeks and the first emigrants abroad,
initially mostly in Prague, believed the Nazi interlude would soon come to an
end, so there was no reason to settle into exile.

The second important term in the book’s title is »secret.« What secrets are you
referring to?

In a way, my book owes its context of discovery to Stefan Zweig’s lecture »Das
Geheimnis des kiinstlerischen Schaffens« [The Secret of Artistic Creation] as well
as his autobiography Die Welt von Gestern [The World of Yesterday], which is still well
worth reading. Initially, I applied the search for secrets directly to journalism
and asked what journalists and writers have left behind in the rather numerous
autobiographies written by this group in terms of insightful information about
their profession. My attempt to uncover the mysteries of their creative and pro-
fessional practice and ask questions about them, in a way, continues my engage-
ment with Max Weber’s »program of disenchantment« on the individual level.
What do they reveal, in his words, about the ways in which they tried to live up to
the »demands of the day«? It seemed natural, however, to then apply this specifi-
cally to those individuals who, having provided »proof of Aryan descent,« contin-
ued working in the media of the »Third Reich« and, after World War II, obscured
their activities in ways that were at times quite sophisticated. Some journalists,
such as Fritz Singer or Focko Liipsen, got away with this until their deaths. I
consider Giordano’s concept of »secondary guilt« to be apt in this context, while
there are differing views even among Jews regarding the question of »collective
guilt« on the part of the Germans.

The predominantly accepted formulation is now »no collective guilt, but
collective responsibility.« Yet in the postwar period, the majority remained
silent, denied, or glossed over the past. What justifications and explanations
were put forward? Who was able to carry on with relative ease, what continui-
ties existed, and what breaks occurred?
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In the postwar years, there was a tacit agreement within old and new networks
to secure the continuation of one’s own career by adopting a defensive stance
against any form of coming to terms with the past, and thus to survive the pro-
cess of denazification pursued by the Allies with varying degrees of intensity. Of
course, journalists were not the only ones to adopt this defensive stance; the same
applied, for example, to lawyers and artists. In journalism, the strategy of claim-
ing that one had written »between the lines« and managed, through a kind of
»inner emigration,« (a claimed internal withdrawal from the Nazi regime while
remaining in Germany) to avoid incurring guilt during the Nazi era also proved
successful. That they thereby made themselves guilty a second time only gradu-
ally became apparent in various cases as examples of inflammatory articles and
propaganda pieces that could not be excused came to light. As a result, media
legends such as Werner Hofer and Fritz Singer — were belatedly unmasked, as
had previously been the case with someone like Karl Korn and his vile piece on
the film Jud Siifs; he was, however, able to remain co-editor of the national news-
paper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAz) and continue to exert great influence on
cultural life in the young Federal Republic. It is inexcusable that some staunch
and apparently incorrigible Nazis were able to quickly rebuild their careers in
the media of the Federal Republic, particularly at the Israel-friendly Springer
publishing house. It is more difficult to judge individuals who were not Nation-
al Socialists but opportunistically adapted to the circumstances and allegedly
engaged in something like a so-called »gray-brown resistance« — a form of
opportunistic, semi-compliant dissent.

Now that we’ve talked a lot about memory, sources, methodology, guilt, and
secrecy, I have to ask: which of the 36 people profiled in your book do you
sympathize with? Whose life story and attitude have touched and impressed
you?

In my first book, I profiled only three people whom I had met in person: Georg
Stefan Troller, Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, and Henri Nannen. I saw Troller
only once, briefly, at the Academy of Arts in Berlin. He was in his eighties at the
time, had his hair tied back in a ponytail, and came across as almost shy and very
likable. I saw Noelle from time to time after the interview, including in the u.s.
when she presented the English-language version of Die Schweigespirale [The Spiral
of Silence], and so I can understand why some of my colleagues have been perma-
nently captivated by her charisma. But I don’t understand when they gloss over or
sugarcoat what she revealed in her autobiography. In her case, it proves particu-
larly helpful to study what her contemporaries report about her. I once encoun-
tered Henri Nannen at a party at the Diisseldorf office of the magazine stern,
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where the man — powerful in both senses of the word — carried himself exactly
as described by his contemporaries: commanding the room.

Generally speaking, after reading so many memoirs, I tend to sympathize
more with the relatively few women than with the men. This applies particularly
to the Jewish women Gabriele Tergit and Hilde Spiel, but also to Margret Boveri,
whose role during the Nazi era remains ambiguous, as well as to Das Reich editor
Helene Rahms, whose unpretentious and open self-portrayal impressed me.
Among the men, besides Troller, I would especially like to mention Axel Egge-
brecht, whose life — which he describes without a trace of vanity — was extremely
varied. Then there are the unjustly forgotten journalistic all-rounders Stefan
Grofsmann and Hans Sahl.

And then there are also a few unsympathetic figures, vain and incorrigible ...

Here, Hans-Georg von Studnitz is unbeatably at the top, though when it comes
to vanity, he was surpassed by Friedrich Sieburg. I have mixed feelings about
people like Gerhard Léwenthal, Ralph Giordano, and Marcel Reich-Ranicki, but
with them, of course, one has to take into account what they went through before
they became legends in the media industry. This also applies to Curt Riess and
Hans Habe, who personally behaved in ways that were sometimes borderline, but
who left their mark as extremely prolific authors in German-Jewish journalism.
Of course, I have a particularly hard time with those who, in the Bonn Republic,
brazenly lied about their activities during the Nazi era, so that the term »zweite
Schuld« [second guilt] applies to them in a special way: Fritz Singer and also
Werner Hofer, despite all their contributions to the young German democracy, or
Walter Henkels and also Giinter Diehl.

Theodor W. Adorno described anti-Semitism as the »rumor about the Jews.«
How susceptible were journalists in the 1920s and 1930s to the Nazis’ anti-
Jewish propaganda? Who benefited directly from the fact that Jewish jour-
nalists were banned from their professions and could no longer work in
Germany?

For these journalists, it wasn’t just about the looming professional ban, but — as
the example of Gabriele Tergit shows — very quickly about the danger to their
lives and safety. All the »Aryans« who were able to fill the vacant (management)
positions benefited from the disappearance of Jews from the newsrooms. The
extent to which anti-Semitism had already been an issue in newsrooms prior
to this is not clearly evident from the sources I have studied. Someone like Axel
Eggebrecht is certainly credible when he writes that it was not until 1933 that he
realized how many of his colleagues and friends were Jewish. The dilemma one
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then found oneself in had already arisen with the very concept: Who is a Jew, any-
way? Those as astute as Sebastian Haffner knew what an important role Jews had
played in Germany’s political and cultural life. In his memoirs, written in exile,
he erected a magnificent monument to the industrialist and politician Walter
Rathenau. I became interested in Rathenau early on, partly because I grew up on
astreet named after him. Previously, it had borne the name of a Nazi general.

The perspective on journalism as a profession and a calling is also highly inte-
resting, as is the journalistic self-image of the people you portray as media
legends: Who stands out with particularly pointed statements?

It’s probably a product of the times that one finds statements — especially from
Friedrich Sieburg and Hans Habe — that are practically dripping with occupa-
tional ideology. Back then, journalism was likely viewed as a profession based
purely on natural talent, something that couldn’t be learned. In a short essay,
Sieburg takes his thoughts on the profession so far as to reject any form of pro-
tection for press freedom and to paint a picture of journalism that can only be
described as detached from reality. In this, he aligned with media scholar Emil
Dovifat and his practice-centered professional ideology, which he propagated
during the »Third Reich« and was permitted to continue promoting after the war
in a brochure by the Federal Employment Agency aimed at aspiring profession-
als. I actually met Dovifat in person — his talk of the »journalistic personality,«
by the way, long kept me from engaging too deeply with journalists as individu-
als, leading me instead to focus primarily on observing and describing the struc-
tures of journalism.

How did the Nazis’ rise to power and later the war affect women’s journalistic
work? You write, on the one hand, about Gabriele Tergit, Stéphane Roussel,
and Hilde Spiel, and on the other hand, about Margret Boveri, Ursula von
Kardorff, Helene Rahms, and Elisabeth Noelle. The latter, of course, later
became very important to our field as a pollster and the first professor of jour-
nalism in Germany.

Of course, making generalizations based on the available autobiographies is
problematic here, because these »legendary women« were in a privileged posi-
tion. In this context, it is also essential to distinguish between those who were
forced to emigrate and those who were able to continue working in the state-con-
trolled media; the latter also benefited from the fact that many of their man
colleagues went off to war, leaving their positions vacant. That said, in light of
the memoirs, there are patterns here as well — keyword: #MeToo — that extend
into the present: inappropriate behavior toward young women colleagues and
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the prejudice that journalism, at least in the news sector, is not for women. The
accounts by Helene Rahms, who worked for many years after the war at the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, are particularly illuminating. What surprised
me, however, was the high regard — indeed, downright devotion — with which
the otherwise so down-to-earth and self-assured Margret Boveri, looking back,
treats Paul Scheffer, her boss at the Berliner Tageblatt, who was a particularly color-
ful personality.

Regarding journalistic work, which takes place both individually and collec-
tively within an editorial office — what stood out to you? How has the journa-
listic creative process changed? Have hierarchies become flatter? Is working
from home, for example, not a new invention at all?

Of course, one always compares reading such memoirs with one’s own experi-
ences and observations — though one must always take into account that some
things appear embellished in memoirs. This applies in particular to the atmos-
phere that supposedly prevailed, for example, in the newsroom of the weekly
newspaper Das Reich. But this collegial atmosphere was likely due primarily to
external pressure, although there was a vertical structure everywhere, with an
editor-in-chief — a man — at the top. This did not change for many years even
after World War 11. Journalism took place in newsrooms; only freelancers could
or were supposed to work from home. One example was Marcel Reich-Ranicki,
whom the editorial staff at Die Zeit didn’t particularly want to see around back
then either... The fact that the »journalistic creative process« subsequently
changed significantly is largely attributable to the digitalization that began in
the late 1970s. This also had a direct impact on editorial structures: departments
were reorganized and hierarchical structures were adapted to the new circum-
stances. I worked on this at the time together with a few other colleaguest™; for a
long time, the »technology factor« played no role at all in communication stud-
ies — meanwhile, the trend is moving more toward the other extreme.

How did journalists in the first half of the 2oth century react to technological
change, to the then »new« media of radio and later television?

Autobiographies contain scattered remarks on this subject, which essential-
ly indicate that these new media were initially ignored or explicitly rejected.
It is interesting to note that this applies specifically to two legends who later
achieved success in radio and television: Axel Eggebrecht, who became one of

7 Weischenberg, Siegfried, Altmeppen, Klaus-Dieter, & Loffelholz, Martin (1994). Die Zukunft des Journalismus.
Technologische, skonomische und redaktionelle Trends. [The Future of Journalism: Technological, Economic, and
Editorial Trends.]Westdeutscher Verlag.
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the pioneers of public broadcasting after the war, but who had reacted with igno-
rance and bewilderment to the activities of Nazi Propaganda Minister Goebbels
regarding radio. And Georg Stefan Troller, who was so enamored with radio pro-
duction that he was slow to respond to television, to which he later owed his fame
as ajournalist.

In his afterword to Schuld und Geheimnis, your colleague Ulrich Pitzold writes
about the »fruits of the unexplored remainder.« From the perspective of jour-
nalism research and in your opinion, what is the »unexplored remainder«
that still needs to be addressed despite your comprehensive study? What do
we need to focus on, and which questions do we need to address more closely?

In this age of a1, which threatens to overwhelm us all, answering this question
is certainly more difficult than ever. I believe we must be careful not to approach
journalism research in an overly fragmented manner, following the model of
the natural sciences. We should not lose sight of the big picture. By that I mean
persistently asking to what extent journalism fulfills the functions described
in Article 5 of the German constitution, the so-called Grundgesetz [Basic Law|,
which are fundamental to an open, democratic society. To this end, we must
continuously investigate how journalists think and act — through representative
studies, but also through case studies, which include the analysis of autobiog-
raphies, perhaps even with the help of A1. Moreover, communication studies in
particular must continually ask what conditions need to be created to preserve
quality journalism, which fortunately still exists here. This concerns its financ-
ing more than ever. Otherwise, I agree with Georg Stefan Troller’s life conclu-
sion: »The older I get, the more positively I view the world, despite all the gloom.«

That would also answer the question Erich Kistner was asked time and again:
where is the positive side...? Your answer is more optimistic than his. That is
comforting. Thank you very much for the conversation and for your book,
which strikes me as a treasure trove. After this absolutely enriching read, I am
looking forward to the next volume.
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Journalistic credibility in the digital public sphere

Abstract: This essay analyses the shift in how journalists construct and present
credibility in the context of social media. It begins with the observation that
journalistic authenticity is increasingly shifting away from institutionally
underpinned credibility towards personalised, emotionally driven forms,
described in platform jargon as >vibe<. The essay situates this development
within a media-historical continuum stretching from the printing press
through traditional mass media to digital platforms. It demonstrates that
with every media innovation, the criteria of credibility and the public sphere
also change. Whilst traditional mass media rely on objectivity, standardisa-
tion and institutional legitimacy, personal presence, emotional resonance and
algorithmically amplified visibility are gaining importance within the digital
platform environment. The essay views this shift not as a rupture, but as an
expression of the ongoing singularization of the public sphere in general and
the mediated public sphere in particular. The interplay between platform log-
ics and cultural change is giving rise to a form of journalism that relies more
heavily on individuality and performative authenticity. Finally, it is argued
that journalistic credibility must be renegotiated under these conditions, pre-
senting an opportunity to intertwine institutional and personal forms.

Keywords: Platform journalism, journalistic quality, authenticity, credibility,
social media, media transformation

Let’s imagine this essay were to appear on social media (in which case it wouldn’t
even be a text to begin with, but never mind). And let’s further assume we’d do
everything in our power to succeed on the platform of our choice: a sensational
opening, a credible protagonist who’s personally affected, a »story,« a direct
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appeal, and a healthy dose of emotion. Our opening example might best begin
like this:

»Money or love: Who will take care of my children?« This is the question
posed by a zDF documentary in which Katja (one of this text’s authors), who had
previously remained exclusively behind the camera, appears on screen for the
first time as a reporter. She had resisted this for a long time and absolutely did
not want her own face to appear on screen. That is, until the aforementioned
topic proposal for the investigative reporting format zpF-Zoom: the Global Care
Chain — mothers who leave their children with fathers or grandparents in order
to travel to Western Europe to — illegally — care for children or the elderly. A
key component of the program is the reporter answering a question that person-
ally affects them, thereby drawing the audience in through a direct emotional
connection. Her own presence as host is thus indispensable. And so Katja’s film
about mothers who leave their own children at home to care for other people’s
children became a personal reflection: with four children of her own at the time,
she herself was urgently seeking flexible childcare that the German market did
not readily provide. Katja’s search became the central theme — and the filmmak-
er was on screen from the very first minute of the 45-minute documentary.

All of this happened 15 years ago, yet it has much in common with the way
content is produced and marketed on social media today. The origins of this
development lie in the era of linear television when Facebook and YouTube had
just begun to turn the media — and journalistic — landscape upside down. As the
names suggest: Facebook is about faces, YouTube about the »you,« that is, the
creator’s »I.« No wonder, then, that the reporter’s »I« has only increased its rele-
vance since then: whether in a report on gambling addiction, life as a family with
(eventually five) children during the covip-19 lockdown, or a report on a woman
who wants to leave prostitution — Katja’s face has been and remains an integral
part of her journalistic work. And, arguably, it lends her work that quality which
good journalism must constantly strive for: credibility.

The media products cited here are reflections of the time in which they were
created. The material, technical, and intellectual infrastructure that we can or
must use to convey a specific message significantly determines what content
can be conveyed at all. Media are tied to the given circumstances, to technical
resources, but also to the aesthetic and cultural habits of the era in which they
were created. Or, as the Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan (1964)
wrote: »The medium is the message.« The medium itself shapes as well as dic-
tates what can be communicated at a specific time, in a specific place, within a
specific society, and what can be considered credible within it. On social media,
this credibility often depends on what is referred to in the jargon as »vibe« — one
of the many Anglicisms in the field that can be translated into other languages
such as German with varying degrees of ease; »vibe« is perhaps best understood
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through association with the concept of »vibration.« The »personal vibe,« the
»right vibe,« the »appropriate vibe« ensures that there is a connection between
the audience and the creator and that the post can hold the audience’s attention
beyond the first three seconds. This essay addresses the questions of how things
came to this point, how quality and credibility have been and continue to be
discussed in times of media transformation, and how we might deal with them
today.

1. The history of media revolutions

A quick overview of history immediately reinforces McLuhan’s finding: in an
era when texts had to be laboriously carved into stone or inscribed on clay tab-
lets — and once done, were set in stone — their content largely consisted of laws
and accounting records designed to organize societies and secure property.
When parchment was a precious commodity and the few literate people copied
texts by hand, the clergy’s role as intermediaries was based on transcriptions of a
divine message in a sacred language that preserved the mystery for the initiated
and excluded the uninitiated. Credibility back then was a matter of authority
and privileged access to knowledge.

With the advent of the printing press, access to texts became increasingly
more democratic. Their technically simple and cost-effective reproducibility
allowed for the translation of the Holy Scriptures into national languages and,
following the Protestant message, rendered the mediation of divine knowledge
by priests superfluous. At the same time, space emerged for many other, more
secular topics, ranging from medicine to astrology: instead of God’s word carved
in stone, treatises and controversies now emerged, transforming what were
once fleeting local conversations into far-reaching discussions. The price of this
generalization was standardization. Only a written language understandable
to many — one that was just as standardized as the typefaces required for print-
ing — made dissemination possible. The text itself thus became an independent
object that encapsulated the knowledge to be conveyed. In this way, bodies of
knowledge became available in a standardized and reproducible form. Knowl-
edge was thereby increasingly detached from specific speakers, situations, and
local contexts of transmission, appearing to be objective. Consequently, objectiv-
ity developed into a central ideal of credibility in modern media systems (Daston
& Galison, 2024; Eisenstein, 1979; McLuhan, 1962).

However, it is now important not to confuse cause and effect in this history.
The world did not become more democratic — at least for a privileged segment
of the population — simply because books suddenly existed, but, as the press
historian Robert Prutz (1976) wrote, because the »intellectual state of the world«

Journalism Research 2/2026 163



Essay

needed such an instrument to express itself: »Where a great idea seeks to come
into being,« people invent the appropriate means of communication, according
to Prutz (1976, p. 211).

Against this backdrop, what do social media networks reveal to us about the
intellectual state of the world? What idea secks to come to life through them in
a late-modern society? Upon closer examination, it is still the old idea of demo-
cratization in a new guise and with a different focus. While the printing press
initially meant that more and more people could become readers and thus an
audience, the means of production used to achieve this remained in the hands of
a few — and access to them depended on many factors, including the goodwill of
regulatory and censorship authorities. A similar tendency toward control could
also be observed among newspaper publishers, radio stations, and television
broadcasters. And even today’s digital media ecosystem is dominated by the Big
Five — Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Meta, and Microsoft, which undermines the
idea of the internet as a democratizing force, but let’s set that aside for now.

Nevertheless, even if corrupted by economic and political influence, what
Bertolt Brecht (1932) once dreamed of has, at least in part, become reality: the
distribution infrastructures of mass media have been supplanted by the com-
munication apparatus of social networks; listeners have become speakers; and
the isolation of the individual has given way to mediated relationships, however
superficial and »parasocial« (Horton & Wohl, 1986) they may often be. And yet
another prediction has come true: as per Andy Warhol drawing on a 19th-century
French bon mot, anyone can become famous today, even if only for 15 minutes. In
doing so, social networks are accelerating a process begun by television.

2. Media foster community (and communities)

As Benedict Anderson (2006) traces in his work »Imagined Communities«, the
emergence of communities is closely linked to specific forms of media. Books and
newspapers, for example, contributed significantly to the formation of nation-
states by creating »community despite anonymity« (2006, p. 26). Radio, too,
possesses precisely this capacity and thus became a central propaganda medium
for the Nazis and other nationalist movements, which deliberately infused their
political messages emphasizing the primacy of the nation into a sea of musical
entertainment. With the advent of television, however, this development began
to be slowly overcome. As described by Gustave Le Bon (2021 [1895], p. 14), mass
society in the early twentieth century absorbed individuals into a unified crowd,
fostering a sense of irresistible collective power while simultaneously eroding
their sense of personal responsibility for the consequences of their actions. This
configuration was gradually superseded by the capitalist consumer society, in
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which individuals were increasingly interpellated not as members of a crowd but
as autonomous consumers whose personal preferences and choices became the
principal means of social participation.

In this form of society, television tames the population by providing vicarious
experiences through entertainment. Through these incentives created by adver-
tising, the audience is addressed not as citizens but as consumers, so that the sat-
isfaction of personal needs replaces the will to collectively shape political reality
(Horkheimer & Adorno, 1947). For the Frankfurt School, late-modern capitalism
thus succeeds through (pseudo-)individualization in stabilizing the political
system, which until then had always had to fear the uprising of the propertyless
masses. In the process, political convictions increasingly align with consumer
behaviour. And this consumer behaviour is uncompromising, expects to be
addressed as a coherent whole and represented in all its diversity. This develop-
ment, too, is closely linked to television. In and through it, the blurring of the
boundaries between the private and the public is taking shape (Scannell, 1989).
For the first time, television makes major public events such as the coronation of
Queen Elizabeth IT of Great Britain™ experientially accessible within the private
confines of the home living room, while simultaneously offering, in the form of
soap operas and reality TV, insights into the private daily lives of »perfectly ordi-
nary people.«

Whereas radio addresses in the late 1920s and 1930s were still a continuation
of public speech by other means, the gaze of modern news anchors is directed in
a characteristic way directly at every individual in front of the screen — at »any-
one-as-someone,« as the British media historian Paddy Scannell (2014, 32f.) puts
it. In line with this privatization and individualization, the tone gradually shifts
from distant, almost solemn, to personal and conversational, and the topics
deemed newsworthy also become increasingly private (Scannell, 1989). The peo-
ple in front of the screens are then no longer a mass audience, but an increasingly
heterogeneous one.

The same development is also evident in the treatment and presentation of
topics, as the opening example demonstrated. Following the logic of hybrid
media systems characterized by Andrew Chadwick (2017), television, at the peak
of its dominance as the leading medium, adopts and integrates the strategies
that shape the new world of social networks: personalization, visualization, sen-
sationalism, and infotainment. This in turn entails a changed understanding of
the role of journalists: away from a form of journalism that primarily holds the
powerful to account, towards an interventionist, at times even activist or enter-
taining approach (Hanitzsch et al., 2025).

1 The coronation was broadcast live by the BBC from Westminster Abbey on June 2, 1953, making it the first
major global television event in history.
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3. The limits of mass media

This tendency is curtailed by the nature of mass media: television structurally
precludes interaction with the audience and proceeds on the assumption that
audiences will unproblematically accept broadcast content (Luhmann, 2009,
p- 11). It was only a matter of time before the audience would break out of its tech-
nologically conditioned passivity and demand the right to respond, to have a say,
and to present itself on that stage, which has long since become more real than
material reality.

The internet provides the infrastructure in which this longing can find an out-
let, and so the first platforms flourished there early on, where »the people formerly
known as the audience,« as journalism researcher and pioneer of citizen journal-
ism Jay Rosen (2006) put it, networked with one another. The advent of MySpace,
Wikipedia, YouTube meant that journalists found themselves in the same position
as clergy and nobility had before them: their claims to authority and exclusive rep-
resentation were relativized in the context of a media upheaval and replaced by in
many respects more democratic models.

The Reformation, closely linked to the printing press, made the Holy Scrip-
tures accessible to the people and ended the church’s exclusive role as mediator
between God and humanity. The political public sphere of the late 18th and early
19th centuries, which expressed itself in magazines and newspapers, at least
notionally, replaced the aristocracy’s power based on birth with the reasoning of
citizens and ultimately with parliamentary democracy (Habermas, 2015). In this
context as well, people were no longer willing to leave power in the hands of a
single individual or a privileged few, and instead fought for a say in decisions and
arole in shaping the society in which they live.

Through social media, democratization — at least conceptually — in the
sense of equal inclusion of all citizens (Habermas, 2021, p. 488) has fully taken
hold in journalism, thereby merely continuing what had already begun in the
age of television (Scannell, 2014, 140f.): Ever-larger segments of the population
have succeeded in demanding and securing representation of their lived reality,
their interests, and their identities. It is therefore only logical that diversity in
newsrooms has also become a major issue (Liinenborg & Medeiros, 2021). Thus,
digital platforms undermine the editorial guardianship (Habermas, 2021, p. 488)
of established publishers and broadcasters, while simultaneously menacing this
very development through economic concentration of power, algorithmically
distorted distribution mechanisms, and libertarian idealizations. With the help
of these platforms, the means of communication that previously allowed only
a select few to address the public are now falling into the hands of the many.
Thus, journalism — once again — faces a radical challenge: as a result of media

Journalism Research 2/2026 166



Katja Schupp and Mirco Liefke: Your vibe — new standard or hype?

transformation, it must answer the question of how credibility can be established
and conveyed.

4. Vibe over authority

On social media, authority backed by institutions or supported by expert knowl-
edge is no longer enough to be considered a credible source. Although estab-
lished news brands like Tagesschau are also successful on TikTok and other plat-
forms, in certain contexts — and especially with target audiences like Gen Z — a
post which is clearly associated with legacy media institutions may struggle to be
taken seriously.

A journalist who produces social media content for public broadcasting
describes this strategy as follows: »The most important thing for us is that people
don’t notice it’s an ARD product if possible. It should look like a random TikTok
video from just anyone. That’s why we often don’t show the funk logo until late
in the video. As soon as people immediately recognize, >Ah, this is public broad-
casting,< the authenticity is lost for many. Then it quickly seems as if someone is
trying to pull off their Tv thing on TikTok. But TikTok thrives on the fact that it
feels like anyone can just make a video there.«

In the age of platforms, credibility has once again become a personal matter; it
finds its ultimate expression in a concept that is as ubiquitous as it is mysterious:
their own >vibe< mentioned in the title, situated somewhere between the irresist-
ible charisma that sociologist Max Weber (1922/2009) already counted among the
three different forms of legitimate rule, and the neoliberal marketing tool >Unique
Selling Point«. The latter now applies not just to products but also to people, and
so this vibe becomes operationalized and relevant to action — for example, in the
selection of new »journalistic talents« who are to produce content for the German
public-service content network funk. There, vibe is understood as a blend of per-
sonality and originality of media style albeit at funk it is always underpinned by
journalistic competence. In the eyes of funk editors, the right combination of both
determines whom Gen Z trusts.

»Having your own vibe basically implies that I [...] have something special
about me. [...] Who do you still remember? [...] And the one or two people you can
name are, in all likelihood, the ones who brought their own vibe to the table,«
says a funk editor who, together with his colleagues, selects the new talents from
hundreds of applications.

And how do the chosen ones themselves see it? Probably the same way:
»In social media journalism, I'm also somehow myself — that is, me as a per-
son — simply much more important,« admits one of the talents, who previously
worked in traditional Tv editorial routines. But this personal presence comes at
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a price and requires significant effort to create. Another talent sums up how the
whole thing should ultimately come across: »I hate that word, [...] but that’s just
how it is: authentic.«

So that’s what the vibe is all about: authenticity. And what is that? For jour-
nalism, it’s nothing new at all. Authenticity means genuineness, reliability, and
credibility — the finest journalistic virtues and key components of the concept of
trust. What is new is that this genuineness and credibility are not visibly tied to
established media brands with well-established and high-quality editorial rou-
tines, but rather to »faces,« to a »you,« to a personal identity, a distinctive face
that presents the journalistic content — and, when in doubt, also finds, research-
es, questions, and handles the follow-up communication in the comment sec-
tions. Then authenticity, which is not inherently tied to a person, forms a part-
nership with a face that credibly embodies and represents it. And what emerges is
the vibe that has the potential to resonate with the audience.

The vibe makes the presenter credible because it makes them approachable
and turns them into someone who makes mistakes and then stands by them.
They naturally research from their own viewpoint and thus express very person-
al and specific perspectives. But unlike the old-school journalist, these people
take the freedom to stand by this standpoint and make a virtue out of the neces-
sity (felt only in journalism). So it’s no wonder that content creators like Honey
Balecta, aka Raphael Klein, confidently claim that these very content creators are
more honest than the established media. What Klein means by this is: for those
who give the impression that they always report objectively, a mistake becomes a
matter of survival. But those who make it clear from the outset where they stand
and that their perspective as a reporter is informed by their subjective position
(Nagel, 1986; Rosen, 2010; Schultz, 2021) are less vulnerable to criticism in this
regard: they reinforce that personal vibe by acknowledging their own fallibility
and offering an honest »sorry, guys«.

5. Journalism in the society of singularities

These developments can be explained through the interplay of Andreas Reck-
witz’s concept of a »society of singularities« (2017) and Liesbet van Zoonen’s con-
cept of I-Pistemology (2012). What this brings into focus is the interplay between
technological and economic change on the one hand, and a profound cultural
transformation on the other, which is reshaping journalistic knowledge produc-
tion, forms of representation, and standards of evaluation. Reckwitz describes
the specific late-modern form that our society has taken on as one in which the
particular, the unique, and the attention-grabbing are gaining increasing signif-
icance. Or, as Matthias Stolz put it back in 2014: »Liking things that are available
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in vast quantities is considered to be in bad taste.« (Stolz, 2014, p. 28) Value no
longer arises through standardization and generalizability, as was the case with
the printing press at the dawn of the modern era, but through visibility, distinc-
tion, and emotional resonance (Reckwitz, 2017, 72f.).

For journalism, this creates a structural tension: While it traditionally
functions as a producer of the general — objective, universal, and depersonal-
ized — the currently expanding distribution channels of platform-based publics
operate according to a logic of the singular. Whereas previously the limited space
available in books, newspapers, and television broadcasts encouraged the pub-
lication of the universally valid and generally comprehensible, an »economy of
abundance« (Staab, 2021) now favors maximum individualization. This shift is
particularly evident in subjective, presenter-driven formats, in which not only
content but also personalities, >vibes¢, and the staging of authenticity (Schultz,
2023) are central to capturing attention — which becomes increasingly difficult
to achieve wherever an abundance of information is found (Simon et al., 1971).

6. The self as a source of credibility

Van Zoonen’s (2012) concept of »I-Pistemology« complements this perspective
by emphasizing the epistemic status of the self. Knowledge is increasingly gen-
erated from the perspective of the »I«; legitimacy and credibility no longer arise
(exclusively or primarily) through institutional authority — such as established
media brands like zDF or ARD — but through experience, identity, and personal
appeal. In light of Reckwitz’s argument, this development appears as a logical
continuation of singularization: when the particular is structurally elevated,
subjective experience also gains weight as a source of knowledge. In this context,
established media and institutional journalism — as bearers of the general — lose
ground to creator media as bearers of the unique and extraordinary. The rise of
influencers, newsfluencers, and journalistic content creators is thus not a mar-
ginal phenomenon, but an expression of precisely this late-modern logic, which,
for Janis Brinkmann (2025), constitutes the basis of subjective journalism.

Instead of criticizing this change as a loss of traditional values, it may help
to take a step back and view journalism as what it has always been: a »craft of
place« (Carey, 2007, p. 4), grounded in local knowledge and more interested in
the concrete than the universal, as James Carey, drawing on the anthropologist
Clifford Geertz, puts it. This is precisely where its particular strength lies: news-
rooms and journalists here, too, function as seismographs of social change (Bon-
fadelli et al., 2008) and make transformations visible.

If one accepts the >vibe< for what it is — namely, a new, additional quality cri-
terion for contemporary journalism in late-modern society — it loses some of its
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mystique. It reflects the central conflict of our society: the logic of an industrial
society geared toward standardization and universality, with a correspondingly
standardized media landscape, clashes with the new logic of singularity, which
emphasizes uniqueness, diversity, and difference and elevates them both cultur-
ally and economically. What once guaranteed credibility through standardized
journalistic practice now achieves it through aesthetic differentiation. For jour-
nalism, this represents a fundamental challenge, especially for public media,
whose legitimacy is historically based on universal content, that is, on an offer-
ing intended for a mass audience and designed to serve society as a whole.

There is no alternative to mastering this challenge. For late-modern society
not only rewards personal differences but also differences within society, raising
awareness of exclusions that were less visible in earlier, more homogenizing pub-
lic spheres. Drawing on Benedict Anderson (2006), it can be said that for a long
time, societies imagined themselves through the media in a way that systemat-
ically excluded certain groups. With the opening up of access and the plurali-
zation of media spaces, these blind spots are becoming increasingly visible. It is
no coincidence that target audiences for social media formats are being defined
more precisely, narrowly, and specifically than ever before; the mass market has
become a niche market — anyone and everyone can find content on social media
that matches their own interests, no matter how obscure or rare they may be. For
journalistic offerings, this means that they must not only reflect diversity but
also actively engage with it.

7. Journalism needs to change - again!

This heightened sensitivity to diversity, differing perspectives, and positions,
combined with the general celebration of the unique, is also transforming
internal editorial work. The negotiation of journalistic pieces is becoming more
complex, guided less by universal standards and more by heterogeneous experi-
ences and viewpoints. And the more of a digital native a contributor is, the more
willing they are to stand by their viewpoint. In this context, the general thesis
of reciprocity formulated by Alfred Schiitz (1974) — the assumption that others
in comparable situations would perceive, think and act similarly to oneself — is
losing its status as a self-evident communicative constant. Instead, the journal-
istic self now emphasizes precisely what journalism claims for itself as a system:
independence, or at least transparent dependence. This gives rise to productive
tensions, but also to potential for conflict, as established routines are called into
question and new forms of consideration become necessary — and all of this
clearly has to be part of journalistic training.
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At the same time, the platform-driven logics described above influence jour-
nalistic practice. Reach, visibility, and engagement are the key indicators of suc-
cess and are shaping content production — from dramaturgy and visual design
to topic selection. This leads to ongoing tensions between professional standards
and platform-specific requirements: between depth and performance, between
neutrality and personality, between journalistic ethos and algorithmic logic.
These conflicts are not only experienced externally but are increasingly internal-
ized by journalists, who align their work simultaneously with traditional quality
criteria and platform-specific success metrics (C. W. Anderson, 2011; Belair-Gag-
non et al., 2020; Lamot, 2022; Petre, 2021; Vu, 2014; Woodford et al., 2015).

This, in turn, is shifting the understanding of the journalistic role. The
boundary between journalists and other providers of related content — whether
they call themselves content creators, influencers, newsfluencers, or infoenc-
ers — is becoming more permeable, and identities are becoming more hybrid.
Journalism is no longer merely the standardized delivery of high-quality content
that can be measured against a set of objective criteria; journalists themselves
are now engaging in relationship-building. Success is increasingly measured by
whether they succeed in generating attention, initiating follow-up communica-
tion, and building lasting audience loyalty.

However, these developments cannot simply be interpreted as the decline of
journalism. In the context of a hybrid media system, older and newer logics coex-
ist, competing and intertwining with one another. The current transformation
should therefore be understood more as a process of cultural reconstruction. It is
precisely in grappling with new demands that the opportunity lies to redevelop
journalism’s >cultural power<and secure its democratic function.

But if one takes authenticity literally and links >vibe< — as all the talents
recruited by funk whom we spoke with do — to journalistic quality criteria,
indeed base their work on it, and spend a significant portion of their working
hours reconciling the two, then none of this poses a threat (which lies, rather, in
the omnipotence of the large corporations that operate these platforms). To par-
aphrase the French statesman and philosopher Joseph de Maistre: Every society
gets the journalism it deserves — and this is now also the case for late-modern
society of singularities. Its journalism lives up to I-Pistemology (van Zoonen,
2012), gives space to the vibe, and is ultimately a reflection of those social circum-
stances that challenge and shape journalism — and thus, in the truest sense, keep
italive.

So — let’s set out in search of our own vibe. Finding it doesn’t mean becoming
a >sloppy journalist< who discards everything learned about the standards of
journalistic quality. Quite the opposite. Based on a genuine relationship of trust
with the audience, it enhances transparency regarding one’s own blind spots
and, in turn, one’s own credibility and — on the whole — journalistic quality.
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In this way, a form of journalism may emerge that moves with the times and is
aware of its own responsibility. What is happening right now is not the end of
journalism, but another step in an evolution that we must actively shape. And
instead of constantly lamenting the end, we should engage constructively with
this evolution and focus on its inherent challenges, such as the question of how
our society can prevent dependence on Big Tech platforms and actively shape a
future in which not only the tools of communication but also the communication
infrastructure are not confined to the hands of a tiny elite. The potential for pro-
gressive democratization, which is always linked to media transformation, can
only be realized if networks cannot engage in backdoor censorship and creators
produce not for the algorithm, but for the people.
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Leipziger Mediengesprache

»Online hate speech has real-world
consequences«

Resilience, regulation, networks, and participatory formats
as strategies against hate in journalism

Abstract: »The central question is: To what extent should regulatory interven-
tion be applied — and to what extent can we strengthen the resilience of those
involved?« With these questions, Michael Haller inaugurated the first Leipzig
Media Forum, hosted by the European Institute for Journalism and Com-
munication Research (EK). Drawing on the experiences of journalists and
researchers from Germany and the u.s., the discussion highlighted approach-
es focused on regulation, media literacy, resilience-building, and participa-
tory projects linking journalism and the public. Journalistik/Journalism Research
documents the discussion in an edited version based on the audio transcript.
The challenges journalists face due to hate speech, hostility, and platform
logic were discussed by the guests at the first Leipzig Media Forum in late
April 2026 at the Media Campus Villa Ida in Leipzig-Gohlis, moderated by
Gabriele Hooffacker (Leipzig University of Applied Sciences, HTWK). Prof.
Stine Eckert (Wayne State University, Detroit), Prof. Michael Haller (Europe-
an Institute for Journalism and Communication Research, EIjk), Dr. Judith
Kretzschmar (University of Leipzig), and Michael Krell (Dresden University of
Technology) spoke about the situation in Germany and the u.s. and presented
concrete solutions.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Actually, everything could be so wonderful with parti-
cipatory formats. We want to talk to one another — journalists with citizens.
The internet offers great opportunities for this. And what do we have instead?
Ever since discussion forums have existed, we’ve had flame wars. Ever since
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Wikipedia has existed, we’ve had edit wars. And we have hate speech — which
particularly affects journalists right now. We want to ask: What can be done?
What can we do about it?

Stine, we’re eager to hear what you can tell us about the situation in the
u.s. You were born in Zeitz, studied in Leipzig, and are now a professor in
Detroit. You're currently in Munich for a research stay and are here with us
today. Have you noticed at your university in Detroit that there are restric-
tions under the second Trump administration — particularly in the fields of
journalism and research, or regarding issues affecting journalists?

Stine Eckert: Yes and no. It varies greatly from place to place, depending on the
university and the state. We’re in Michigan, a state with a Democratic governor,
so we have a bit more protection.

However, all federal funding from Washington, b.c., related to diversity
was already cut or eliminated last spring. This affected funding for profes-
sors — regardless of their department, including communication studies.

As far as research content is concerned, my university, Wayne State Universi-
ty, is trying to preserve the substance. We are also fortunate that a new Center
for Gender and Sexuality Studies has been established. It is interdisciplinary in
nature and is currently supporting my research here in Germany on genderqueer
journalists.

Overall, the situation is mixed. Michigan is in a comparatively good position,
but colleagues in states like Ohio, Indiana, Florida, Texas, or Arizona must
expect significantly harsher measures.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Michael Krell is a researcher at the Dresden University
of Technology. I recently read your article »Good country, bad city« in the
national weekly newspaper Die Zeit, which deals with the image of modernity
as the enemy in contemporary right-wing extremism — a theme with roots
stretching back to National Socialism. You study far-right extremist activities
in the German state of Saxony. Have you personally experienced hostility as
an author?

Michael Krell: I've been traveling extensively in Saxony for several years, includ-
ing for journalistic work, and I focus primarily on far-right protests and actors,
such as the group »Freie Sachsen,« the covip-19 protests, and other groups.

I myself have experienced relatively little direct hostility so far. That’s proba-
bly also because I'm hardly active on social media.

Through my research, my journalistic work, and also through volunteer
activities, I have a lot of contact with journalists in Saxony who cover right-wing
extremism. And it’s clear: hostility is part of everyday life.
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This happens in various ways — for example, on the street when reporting on
far-right protests. It’s actually normal to face hostility there. And in recent years,
especially since the pandemic, a lot of this has shifted to the digital sphere.

Protests have been organized via platforms like Telegram, and that’s also
where many attacks take place. Journalists are frequently attacked personally
there and exposed by name and face. This has led some to give up their work.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Michael Haller represents two worlds — journalism, for
example at Der Spiegel and Die Zeit, and journalism research.

You have published a book titled: Der Kampf um die Presse- und Medienfreiheit.
Journalistinnen und Journalisten als Wegbereiter der Meinungsfreiheit und Demokratie.
[The struggle for press and media freedom. Journalists as pioneers of freedom
of expression and democracy.] It covers figures ranging from Heinrich Heine,
Karl Marx, and Carl von Ossietzky to Rudolf Augstein.

Marx was forced into exile, Ossietzky was tortured and murdered by the
Nazis, and Augstein spent 103 days in prison in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many simply for daring to criticize then German Secretary of Defense Franz
Josef Straufs. What does this tell us about the relationship between journa-
lism and repression? Have the forms of pressure changed today?

Michael Haller: Yes, of course. Digitalization has drastically altered the ways in
which pressure can be exerted.

Today, virtually anyone can feel empowered to harm others with little effort.
This is a new dimension for which we, as a constitutional state, were not suffi-
ciently prepared. While we have criminal laws and jurisprudence that generally
function, new spaces have emerged that are not yet adequately regulated.

The central question is: To what extent should regulatory intervention be
applied — and to what extent can we strengthen the resilience of those involved?

Allow me to share a brief historical anecdote: In 1641, the English Parliament
abolished the system of prior censorship that had previously been in place under
King Charles I. Suddenly, there was radical freedom of the press. However, the
people of London were emotionally charged by previous conflicts — full of anger
and frustration.

A flood of leaflets, insults, and conspiracy theories ensued — comparable to
today’s hate speech on social media. The scale was so extreme that freedom of the
press was restricted again just one year later.

It was only after further conflicts that a stable form of freedom of the press
emerged fifty years later. Perhaps this is a fitting analogy for our current situa-
tion: We are, in a sense, still in this early phase and are searching for a regulatory
framework that allows for both freedom of expression and protection against
harm.
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Gabriele Hooffacker: Thank you very much for that analogy. At the same
time, there were many small principalities in Germany with strict censorship.
There, too, were printers and publishers of critical works, though they tended
to operate in secret.

Michael Haller: Yes, exactly — there was very strict pre-publication censorship
in the German principalities.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Let’s return to the topic of citizen participation. Dr.
Kretzschmar, you are involved in the project »Citizens doing journalism —
Strengthening trust in the media for a democracy in transition.« What is this
project researching?

Judith Kretzschmar: At the »Center for Journalism and Democracy at the Uni-
versity of Leipzig,« we have been conducting research on media skepticism and
distrust for several years. Our study »Von Liigenpresse und abgehobenen Eliten«
[On the >Lying Press< and out-of-touch elites] has shown that much of this dis-
trust stems from a lack of knowledge.

Building on this, we launched a combined practical initiative and research
project in collaboration with the German Journalists’ Association of Saxo-
ny — funded by the Volkswagen Foundation. In this project, we bring citizens
together with journalists. They work together for three months: They get to
know each other, exchange ideas, discuss, and jointly produce journalistic pieces
that are ultimately published. This personal contact builds trust. And that is pre-
cisely what is crucial to countering hate and mistrust. After all, the problem is
not limited to the internet but affects the culture of debate as a whole.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Stine, you’ve done research in the u.s. on how journalists
deal with hate. Are there support structures there?

Stine Eckert: Yes, but they are limited. In my research, I found that there is hard-
ly any support from the police or lawyers. Those affected primarily turn to NGos.

In a current project, I conducted interviews with staff from eight NGos togeth-
er with two of my doctoral students. We examined how they provide help — both
individually and at the societal and political levels.

Our findings show that the situation has steadily worsened over the past
ten years — from the first Trump administration through Biden to the current
phase. The attacks have become more intense both in terms of frequency and
severity.
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In addition, many NGos themselves are under pressure, both financially and
legally. Some have had to adapt their strategies and, in some cases, are deliberate-
ly working less visibly to protect themselves.

Support for those affected covers various areas: psychological assistance, legal
counseling, technical support, and opportunities to connect with others in simi-
lar situations.

Many journalists initially feel isolated. Exchanging ideas with others helps
them develop strategies.

Gabriele Hooffacker: How does the work of journalists change when they
have to, so to speak, step back or act more cautiously? In the past, there were
certain topics where it was foreseeable that attacks might occur — such as
right-wing extremism. Has this expanded in the meantime?

Stine Eckert: Yes, definitely. Many topics are now highly polarized; they have
become »hot-button issues.«

This leads journalists to think much more carefully about who reports on
what. And even before they start, they weigh whether they should reduce their
own visibility to avoid becoming a target.

There are now significantly more training programs and guidelines being
developed by NGos — often in a very short time. While such materials used to take
several months to produce, they are now created within a few weeks.

These materials also address specific groups, such as journalists of color, trans
people, or people with a migration background, who are particularly affected.

At the same time, some journalists are withdrawing entirely from certain sub-
ject areas or reducing their visibility because the strain is too great. Newsrooms
are often not yet sufficiently prepared to support their staff.

Another important point: In the u.s., some of the attacks now come directly
from the state — not just from anonymous online actors. This changes the situa-
tion significantly.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Thank you very much for this insight into the u.s. Now
let’s turn our attention to Saxony. Mr. Krell, you have vividly described the
pressure under which journalists work there. What parallels and differences
do you see?

Michael Krell: One clear parallel is that many journalists are withdrawing from
social media or thinking very carefully about what they reveal about themselves
publicly. In Saxony, I've mainly worked with freelance journalists who specialize
in right-wing extremism. They cover demonstrations, meet with key figures, or
conduct investigative reporting.
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This reveals a close link between online and offline threats. That’s an impor-
tant point: digital hate speech has real-world consequences in everyday life.

We have very active far-right actors in Saxony who deliberately employ
anti-media strategies. One example is the »Freie Sachsen« group, which had a
strong presence during the covip-19 protests and regularly organized demon-
strations. Initially, these events received almost no media coverage. Only a few
journalists were on the scene — and it was precisely these individuals who were
then specifically targeted.

A concrete example: A journalist from Dresden worked under a pseudonym
for a long time and reported via social media. There were deliberate attempts to
uncover his identity — including through a barrage of complaints filed to gain
access to his data through court orders.

When his name became known, he was publicly confronted, insulted, and
eventually targeted at his home — for example, with stickers on his front door. As
aresult, he temporarily stopped working.

This shows that these intimidation strategies work. Many give up because the
strain is too great.

Women are particularly hard hit. They experience significantly more hostili-
ty, especially online — such as stalking or death threats. This also leads to fewer
women working in this field.

Gabriele Hooffacker: So, filing a police report can actually be
counterproductive?

Michael Krell: Yes, that’s often the case. Many freelance journalists don’t file a
police reportatall — even in cases of insults or physical attacks.

The problem is that protective measures often don’t work. There’s a lack of
anonymity, and personal data repeatedly ends up in court proceedings and thus
potentially in the hands of the perpetrators.

Freelance journalists, in particular, often lack institutional safeguards. They
have to provide their home address, which further increases the risk.

On top of that, the police and the judiciary aren’t always sufficiently aware of
these issues. It happens that personal data ends up in files that can be accessed
later. That’s why many weigh the pros and cons: Is filing a report even worth it,
or will it make the situation worse?

Gabriele Hooffacker: That sounds like a very ambivalent relationship with the
state — on the one hand, support; on the other, risks.

Michael Krell: Exactly. Things have improved somewhat, for example through
media protection teams or training for the police. But it remains ambivalent.
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On the one hand, there is greater awareness of the need to protect journalists.
On the other hand, there remains the risk that personal data will be disclosed
through legal proceedings. This uncertainty means that many do not consist-
ently cooperate with government agencies.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Could more dialogue — for example, between the police
and journalists — help?

Judith Kretzschmar: Yes, that’s definitely one approach. Our research shows
that skepticism toward the media often stems from a lack of understanding.

Many people simply don’t know how journalism works — what rules apply,
what boundaries exist. This leads to frustration, mistrust, and in some cases,
aggression. We’ve also found that people who know journalists personally have
significantly more trust in the media.

That’s why we’re starting right there — we bring both sides together. Citizens
work alongside journalists on topics that interest them personally. This collab-
oration fosters closeness and understanding. And that’s exactly what can help
break down mistrust.

So we bring citizens and journalists together and have them work together
over a period of three months. At the beginning, the citizen journalists learn the
basics of journalism: working methods, principles, and also limits. Afterward,
they develop their own topics that affect them personally and implement them
together.

This phase is very intensive. The participants really get to know each other,
understand each other’s perspectives, and work closely together. This builds
trust — and that is exactly what we are studying scientifically.

In total, we are working with about 70 groups across Saxony, meaning roughly
350 to 400 citizens. We are observing the effects of this collaboration, both on the
participants and on the journalists.

Our hypothesis is that two factors are decisive: on the one hand, the decline of
local journalism, on the other hand, a lack of media literacy and a growing dis-
tance between the media and the public. Both contribute to mistrust, which in
the worst case manifests itself as hatred and violence.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Are there also conflicts between citizens and journalists
in the project?

Judith Kretzschmar: Yes, definitely at the beginning. Trust doesn’t develop
immediately. In the first workshops, it’s often a matter of cautiously feeling each
other out. Sometimes we even have to establish rules of conduct together. But the
groups are small, and over time a respectful collaboration develops.

Journalism Research 2/2026 182



Leipziger Mediengesprache: »Online hate speech has real-world consequences«

After the first few weeks, WhatsApp groups often form, and many stay in
touch even after the project ends. So the beginning is difficult, but the develop-
ment is very positive.

Gabriele Hooffacker: That’s an important approach: building rapport and
starting a conversation, especially at the local level.

Michael, you also work on strategies against hate, including in the »Fit for
News« project. How can we raise awareness about what journalism actually is?

Michael Haller: I find Ms. Kretzschmar’s approach very convincing.

We’re working in a slightly different direction; we combine communication
and media education. In our project, we teach educators about media literacy
and how journalism works in this context, so they can pass this knowledge on to
their students.

The goal is to teach students certain criteria, such as: How can you rec-
ognize credible journalism? How does it differ from other forms of media
communication?

The problem, however, is that we encounter resistance, particularly in parts
of East Germany. Teachers report that some parents protest against such content
because they believe it amounts to »propaganda for the mainstream media.«

This shows how deeply rooted the mistrust is in some places. Many children
adopt these attitudes from their parents, and that makes educational work more
difficult.

Gabriele Hooffacker: That reminds me of a project we carried out at HTWK
Leipzig [Leipzig University of Applied Sciences]. There, too, were political
reactions, including parliamentary inquiries. How can such resistance be
overcome?

Michael Haller: The biggest challenge is scaling up. Pilot projects often work
well, but how do you expand them?

Education authorities are sometimes hesitant here because they don’t want
to be suspected of representing certain political perspectives. As a result, much
depends on the commitment of individual schools and teachers.

At the same time, it is clear that a lack of knowledge about how the media
system — and journalism in particular — works leads to deep-seated mistrust,
which intensifies especially in times of crisis, such as during the pandemic or
now due to the wars of aggression in Ukraine and the Middle East.

Gabriele Hooffacker: I would now like to open the floor to the audience.
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Question from the audience: I have a question for Ms. Kretzschmar: How do
you get citizens on board with your project?

Judith Kretzschmar: We were able to get journalists on board relatively easily
through the German Journalists’ Association.

It was more difficult with the general public. We work primarily in rural areas
and use various methods: social media, flyers, and local partners.

When local stakeholders support the project, people are more willing to partic-
ipate. Word of mouth often does the trick.

Interestingly, most participants are women between the ages of 40 and 60. We
had actually expected to reach more critical older men, but that hasn’t been the
caseso far.

In the long term, we hope to engage more skeptical groups as well.

Michael Haller: A few years ago, we carried out a similar project with local news-
papers. Readers were surveyed and involved in discussions with editorial teams.
The results were very interesting, but in practice, hardly anything changed.
The editorial teams did not implement the findings in their day-to-day
production.
This shows that it’s not enough to just present results. Direct collaboration is
key — just like in your project.

Judith Kretzschmar: Exactly. That’s why, as researchers, we deliberately stay
in the background. It shouldn’t be a project »imposed from above,« but rather a
collaborative process.

It’s also interesting that many participants initially criticize the absence of
certain topics in the media. But when they do journalistic work themselves, they
realize that these topics do indeed come up — just not in the way they expected.

That changes their perspective enormously.

Gabriele Hooffacker: We have set out to develop strategies against hate.
We’ve already heard some impressive examples of this. Mr. Krell, you’re acti-
vely involved in the »Between the Lines« initiative. What is the focus of this
initiative?

Michael Krell: This initiative is active wherever there is a need to support and
protect journalists covering right-wing extremism. It was founded in Dresden
during the covip-19 pandemic under the motto »Civil Society Protects Press
Freedom.« Specifically, we support journalists who report on right-wing extrem-
istactors at rallies or during investigative assignments.
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We actually go on-site with them — not as a professional security service, but
to provide support simply by being there. We act as a second set of eyes. When
you’re looking through a camera, filming, or taking photos, it’s easy to lose sight
of your surroundings. Our volunteers accompany the journalists, observe what’s
happening, and actively approach disruptive individuals to de-escalate the
situation.

Another aspect is advocacy. We serve as a voice for journalists when dealing
with entities such as the police or prosecutors’ offices, highlighting the specific
needs of journalists in this field. We work to ensure that authorities handle the
situation more effectively and also offer training for this purpose. Members of
our initiative participate in police events to share knowledge on how to effective-
ly protect journalists covering right-wing extremism.

Gabriele Hooffacker: There is also the »Schutzkodex.de« [Code of Protection]
initiative, in which several major publishers have joined forces. While they
claim to protect freelance journalists as well, they primarily focus on their
full-time employees. Does this protection actually reach freelance journalists?

Michael Krell: Unfortunately, not really. The problem is that as a freelance
journalist, you're always putting in the work upfront. You spend a long time
researching and often expose yourself to danger before there’s even any feedback
from major media outlets. Ultimately, it’s a financial question of how much sup-
port freelancers receive.

Those who work for national public broadcaster ARD or major media houses
still have a certain level of protection thanks to the institution’s name. But espe-
cially at the local level, the code of protection has virtually no impact. There,
everything depends on individual initiative: Do journalists seck help on their
own, pursue further training, or find volunteer initiatives like ours? So far, there
are hardly any overarching, comprehensive programs available.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Where else could we start? Stine Eckert, do you have any
examples of strategies against online hate?

Stine Eckert: Yes, I have two examples. One organization told us that they
launch counter-campaigns as soon as a woman journalist comes under fire on
social media. They then spread appreciative, positive messages within their net-
work. These NGos are very well connected with one another; they form an entire
ecosystem and try to counter negative content with positive messages. In addi-
tion, they do public relations work to set the record straight and prevent reputa-
tional damage.
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At the local level, we spoke with an NGo that managed to secure funding for a
full-time »safety officer« position. This contact person works one-on-one with
journalists on safety protocols. This is particularly important at the local level
because reporters are known there and don’t simply »fly off« again after the
assignment, as they do at the federal level.

Funding often goes to prestigious programs rather than to »overhead« — that
is, the work behind the scenes. Even in newsrooms like the Detroit News, which
I know from my work, there are often no dedicated points of contact for online
hate. Journalists are told they should maintain a social media presence for the
brand, but when things turn negative, support is often lacking. Such full-time
positions or solidarity campaigns are important strategies to demonstrate: This
is not acceptable, and as a society, we do not accept it as the norm.

Gabriele Hooffacker: It’s exciting to influence the platform’s logic by flooding
it with friendly messages. We know, after all, that the algorithms actually tend
to promote chaos.

Michael Haller: I’d like to add to that. The reach of national news media fluctu-
ates between 30 and 60 percent — except during crises like the outbreak of war,
when it rises sharply for a short time. The reach of local newspapers, however, is
steadily declining. This raises the question of hate speech beyond the realm of
journalism.

In our work with young people, we see confirmation of what surveys show:
that more than 60 percent have had frightening experiences with hate speech
»in the last three weeks.« The result is that many no longer dare to participate in
comment sections for fear of defamation.

What can be done? In my view, a »two-pronged approach« involving three
strategies is needed:

1. Regulation: We need tools like the Digital Services Act (Dsa) at the EU level.
Even though many journalists criticize the Act, it is a thoroughly effective
means of encouraging those affected to take action against defamation on
the platforms of major tech companies. So we’re heading in the right direc-
tion, even if there’s still a long way to go.

2. Influencing algorithms: We need to examine how emotional prioritization
works. Currently, algorithms (e.g., on TikTok) heavily reward aggressive
content. There is ongoing discussion about how to require platform oper-
ators to conduct regular tests in order to, so to speak, rein in their algo-
rithms. The next step would be to allow users themselves to decide what
they want to be »flooded« with and what they want to be spared.

3. Sovereignty and resilience: We don’t need censorship, but we need sover-
eign citizens. We must educate young people to be more resilient so they
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don’t react emotionally to every provocation. Programs like »Fit for News«
in schools address this very issue: Classrooms shouldn’t just impart know-
ledge; they should be a place for educating students to become critically
thinking, self-assured citizens.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Stine Eckert, are there similar approaches in the u.s.
when it comes to regulation?

Stine Eckert: Much of the regulatory action comes from Europe. While the
operating companies are based in the U.S. or China, they only react when Europe
threatens substantial fines. A potential game changer in the u.s. could be the
reform of »Section 230,« which currently exempts platforms from liability for
content.

In California, there are now lawsuits leveraging the »personal injury« claim.
Since the First Amendment (Free Speech) covers almost everything in the u.s.,
young people are now trying to address the issue through the lens of mental
health. If social media is classified as a public health issue, that could massively
increase the liability of the owners. That would be an important lever to ensure
responsibility isn’t simply shifted onto citizens.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Are there efforts to turn away from these platforms ent-
irely and use self-organized structures like the »Fediverse«? When Elon Musk
took over Twitter and turned it into »X,« there was a surge of interest there.

Stine Eckert: In the u.s., this is hardly an issue. The platforms are deeply embed-
ded in the culture there and are often considered attractive employers. The dis-
course on alternative, public-service platforms is more of a European one. In the
u.s., the already thin public media sector (NPR, PBs) has recently been cut back
even further.

Michael Haller: In Europe, however, this idea is gaining momentum. Several
initiators and working groups, such as those at the Weizenbaum Institute, are
developing concepts for a »public service platform« — an ad-free super-platform
based on a subscription model to remove the pressure to commercialize. It’s not
yet ready for Brussels, but the plans are becoming more concrete.

Gabriele Hooffacker: If we meet again in five years: What will have changed by
then? Michael, would you like to start?

Michael Haller: Let’s compare it to road traffic: In the first decades of the last
century, it was completely unregulated and highly dangerous for those involved.
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It only became safer with the development of traffic regulations. Although traf-
fic volume rose steadily, the proportion of fatal accidents declined. That took us
half a century! I imagine it will be similar for the internet. In five years, we will
hopefully have further regulations that respect individual freedom of expression
but draw the line where others are endangered or harmed. Just as we have driver’s
licenses in road traffic, it is also essential to teach »communication skills« in
schools — especially practicing fair interaction with one another on interactive
media platforms.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Judith Kretzschmar, have people learned in the past five
years to no longer view journalists as enemies?

Judith Kretzschmar: Certainly not everyone, but I hope to be able to demon-
strate in five years how important citizen journalism and participation are at the
local level. My hope is that debates will move back from the anonymous online
world into physical society, where people must once again be able to tolerate dif-
fering opinions in person.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Mr. Krell, will we still need protection initiatives in five
years?

Michael Krell: As someone who studies right-wing extremism, I find it hard to
be optimistic. If things don’t get much worse, that would already be a significant
achievement — especially given the political developments in eastern Germany. A
nightmare scenario would be an environment in which free journalism on these
topics is virtually impossible.

On a positive note: We need institutional investment in »safety officers« and
better state-provided victim protection that actively shields those affected from

threats, rather than exposing them to further danger through bureaucratic
hurdles.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Stine Eckert, what do we need in the next five years?

Stine Eckert: When it comes to A1, we must be careful not to make the same mis-
takes we did with the early internet or social media. We need early-stage capacity
building and regulation (such as the £u a1 Act) before forms of hate like deep-
fakes or gender-based violence spread even further. I hope we have learned from

past technological pitfalls so that we can better protect marginalized groups.

Gabriele Hooffacker: Thank you very much to our guests and the audience.
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Journalism needs stronger roots in society

Abstract: Given the economic struggles of traditional media, the growing
influence of digital platforms, and, in some cases, declining public trust,
journalism must become more transparent and open to dialogue. Journalists
themselves need to become more visible within society — and this begins in
schools. Personal interaction fosters trust. Classroom workshops, educational
initiatives, and direct encounters with journalists can strengthen media liter-
acy and deepen understanding of democratic processes.
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Are newspapers the dinosaurs of the media world? Will regional daily papers,
in particular, follow the path of the prehistoric giants that vanished millions of
years ago? What would this mean for journalism, press freedom, and ultimately
for a free, open, democratic society? And how can the press — and with it journal-
ism and democracy — be preserved? These questions may sound dramatic, per-
haps even somewhat exaggerated. Yet at their core they reflect very real concerns
and profound challenges.

Journalists who regularly visit schools often report the same experience:
very few young people have ever read a newspaper — whether in print or digital
form — or even know much about what a newspaper actually is. Many young
teachers, too, have little connection to journalism. Here, we are referring spe-
cifically to journalism that adheres to established professional standards, such
as the Code of Ethics of the German Press Council. Anyone who speaks with
staff at regional newspapers or within the publishing industry will hear, at least
unofficially, how dire the situation has become. The overwhelming majority of
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(print) subscribers are now of such advanced age that many are unlikely still to be
subscribers within the next decade. And with them, the subscriptions themselves
will disappear. Yet print subscriptions often remain the industry’s most impor-
tant source of revenue.

So what should be done? Clearly, high-quality journalistic content must be
distributed — appropriately adapted in form and style — across all relevant dig-
ital channels, though not on platforms that are no longer suitable for construc-
tive public communication, such as X. There is no shortage of talented young
journalists and »digital natives« already pursuing these paths. But this alone
will not save the press. Nor will it secure the future of public broadcasters (such
as ARD, zDF in Germany) and other media organizations committed to careful
research, rigorous reporting, and a clear separation between news and commen-
tary — in short, institutions that provide the reliable information on which a free
and democratic society depends.

The media industry must think ahead — and rethink itself fundamentally.
It is no longer sufficient for journalists simply to carry out their traditional
tasks. Equally important today is the need to engage directly with the public: to
explain how journalism works, what freedom of the press means, and why inde-
pendent media are indispensable for democracy. This outreach must take place
wherever people can be reached — in schools, workplaces, sports clubs, and other
areas of everyday life.

In short, journalism must be more firmly anchored within society itself. Those
who demand transparency from others — which remains one of the core func-
tions of the press — should also strive to be as transparent as possible. In this way,
journalism can not only provide credible reporting and reliable information, but
also strengthen public trust.

This insight has also increasingly shaped academic debates. In April 2025,
Bernhard Porksen, professor of media studies at the University of Tiibingen,
summarized the challenge in the German magazine Der Spiegel with the strik-
ing statement: »Serious journalism of the future will be transparent and dia-
logical — or it will not exist at all.« (Pérksen, 2025) The magazine had invited
Pérksen to contribute a series of media critiques, which he used to advocate for a
»renewal« of the relationship between journalism and its audience.

According to Pérksen, journalism is under enormous pressure: from Big Tech
oligarchs, the continuing migration of advertising revenues toward digital
platforms, and growing populist attacks on the media. In such a situation, he
argued, nothing is more important than stable relationships of trust with audi-
ences and the »fundamental solidarity of a readership willing to pay« for inde-
pendent journalism.

Porksen proposed concrete ways to rebuild trust between journalism and
its audiences. One of his suggestions was that readers should regularly discuss
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Spiegel’s reporting directly with members of the editorial staff. Key moments
from these debates could then be documented and published in excerpts on the
magazine’s website. Pérksen referred to this format as a »Digital Audience Con-
ference« and derived from it what he called an »imperative of transparency«:
»Give your readers every conceivable opportunity to assess the quality of the
information you provide!«

Much is already happening in this area. Die Zeit, for example (a German week-
ly), regularly meets with its subscribers — not only during the newspaper’s annu-
al »Long Night« events. The public broadcasters ARD, zDF, and Deutschlandfunk
have launched »So geht Medien,« an educational initiative intended to equip
people for the challenges of the digital media world. Numerous daily newspa-
pers provide teaching materials and organize workshops for school classes. The
nationwide network »Journalismus macht Schule« (JmS) [Journalism goes to
school] seeks to expand such efforts through a broad alliance between media
organizations and educational institutions. These initiatives are important and
encouraging. Yet they can — and must — be only a beginning,.

High-quality media, indispensable to democracy, must be embedded within
society. They should explain, as fully as possible, what they do, how they do it,
and why; make the craft of journalism transparent, along with the standards
that govern responsible reporting; and persuasively show why a free and critical
press is among the essential pillars of democracy. None of this can be taken for
granted anymore. Least of all in an era when enemies of an open, tolerant, and
free society exploit every available tool — including the media — to stoke hatred
and division, to sow doubt across broad swaths of the public, and to enlist them
in the service of authoritarian, anti-democratic ends.

The effectiveness of »going out and talking« about journalism has long been
established. Volker Lilienthal, holder of the Rudolf Augstein Foundation Chair
for the Practice of Quality Journalism at the University of Hamburg from 2009
to 2025, presented, shortly before his retirement, the results of a study on school-
based workshops (Lilienthal, 2022). According to the report, the classes visited
felt »their interests were addressed and their questions answered.«

Assessments diverged, however, on whether participants’ understanding of
media — its functions, effects, and risks — had truly deepened. In an online sur-
vey, just under half of the journalists who went from newsrooms into classrooms
rated the knowledge transfer as very successful. The remainder found it only
somewhat or less successful. By contrast, a majority of students felt »their know-
ledge of media and journalism had expanded.« Teachers’ evaluations were also
predominantly positive — though not quite as emphatic as the students’ more
than two-thirds believed the workshops had achieved their aims.

Anyone who has visited schools frequently or organized and facilitated such
events will not be at all surprised by the varying results. Students are often
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somewhat reserved when a guest arrives, but they are clearly interested nonethe-
less. This holds true even for trainees who are a bit older. In April 2026, the »Jour-
nalismus macht Schule« network organized workshop discussions for aspiring
police officers at a Bavarian police training center in Eichstitt. The reporters
Annette Ramelsberger (Siiddeutsche Zeitung) and Jan Kandzora (Augsburger Allge-
meine) described in four discussion sessions how they report on the police and the
justice system. Not every discussion session was marked by many questions, but
the results of a subsequent survey conducted by the police among their trainees
were positive. A good 60 percent found Ramelsberger and Kandzora’s insights
interesting, and a good 33 percent found them »somewhat interesting.« Even
more telling are the many individual statements, which are credible in that the
prospective police officers were allowed to speak anonymously — that is, they did
not have to provide their names in the survey. Here are three of many examples:

»I think the discussion was very informative.« Annette Ramelsberger »showed us how

demanding a journalist’s job is and how extensive their work can be.«

»We got a good look at how journalists work, what their daily routine is like, and how they

come up with their articles.«

»We got a transparent look into the work of a journalist, something we wouldn’t normally

have the chance to see.«

Micha Fuchs from the Training and Continuing Education Division of the
Bavarian Riot Police Headquarters organized the project day in Eichstitt.
According to him, the training managers of the Bavarian police drew the fol-
lowing conclusion from these findings: »Retain the discussion with journalists
as a core component. It generates the most significant added value. We also
recommend small discussion formats, real-life case studies, and ample time for
questions.«

Organizing such initiatives is both simple and demanding. It is simple because
many teachers warmly welcome support from the media industry in fostering
news and information literacy — so that students are not left defenseless before
the torrent of content streaming onto their phones. Simple, too, because numer-
ous education professionals in ministries and school authorities, teacher-train-
ing and continuing-education centers, state media authorities, civic education
centers, and the Federal Agency for Civic Education actively champion these
efforts. Simple, because companies, clubs, associations, and adult education
centers eagerly enroll; because libraries and universities are glad to take part;
and because none of it costs media companies a cent.

Except, of course — and this is where it gets difficult — the staff. Downsized
newsrooms in newspapers and elsewhere have to figure out how to fill the pages
and broadcasts. After all, research and reporting must be done — preferably
in-depth — despite having fewer people. And at the same time, »going out and
talking« is becoming increasingly important. It must become a fixed, preferably
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daily or at least weekly part of the job. Pérksen calls for a dialogue between tra-
ditional media and the public »in the spirit of a grand, vibrant, never-ending
conversation.«

About the author

Klaus Ott, 67, was an editor at the German national daily Siiddeutsche Zeitung for
decades and has visited many school classes, as well as organized such initia-
tives for the sz at and in collaboration with schools, universities, libraries, and
other institutions. He is now retired but continues to work as a freelancer and,
since October 2025, has served as chairman of the network »Journalismus macht
Schule« (JmS), which he co-founded. For JmS, he also organized the workshop dis-
cussions with young Bavarian police officers described in the article.
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We, Martina Thiele (MT, University of Tiibingen) and Boris Romahn (bro, Uni-
versity of Salzburg), are pleased to once again present a diverse selection of
books by journalists in this edition. These recommended works explore both
contemporary and historical topics and offer a wide range of perspectives on
war and peace, fact and fiction, homelands and identities.

Armin Thurnher: Unsternstunden der Menschheit. Wie die Welt unertrdglich wurde.
[Dark hours of humanity. How the world became unbearable.] Vienna:
Zsolnay, 303 pp., €27

If Stefan Zweig’s (1881-1942) Sternstunden der Menschheit [The Decisive Moments
in History] celebrates events that shaped the course of history for the better,
then Unsternstunden — »dark hours« or »ill-starred moments« — refers to devel-
opments whose consequences have proved disastrous. In this book, Austrian
journalist Armin Thurnher draws inspiration from Zweig’s famous collection of
historical miniatures to explore these themes.

The co-founder and long-time editor-in-chief of the Viennese weekly Falter
(until 2025) depicts a world in permanent crisis. Authoritarianism, concentrated
media power, and war provide the backdrop to his reflections on what he sees
as an ongoing process of social brutalization. Thurnher begins in 1947, when
the intellectual foundations of neoliberalism were laid at a meeting convened
in Switzerland at the initiative of economist Friedrich August von Hayek, and
concludes with Donald Trump’s second inauguration in 2025. Between these two
points lie twenty-eight further »dark hours,« nearly all centred on men from the
Western world — entrepreneurs, scientists, publishers, writers, and politicians.
Among them are American technology magnates such as Steve Jobs, Peter Thiel,
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Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jeff Bezos; Austrian media figures including
Hans Dichand and Dietrich Mateschitz; and politicians such as Sebastian Kurz
and Herbert Kickl. Viktor Orbdn and Vladimir Putin naturally feature promi-
nently when the subject is division and discord.

But where are the women? At least one woman receives substantial attention.
Thurnher describes Angela Merkel’s 2015 decision to admit hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees to Germany — and her much-quoted declaration, »We can do
it« — as a defining moment of humanity. And without irony, he argues that this
is how it should be remembered (p. 213). Yet he puts this argument into perspec-
tive. According to Thurnher, Merkel’s decision also supplied the European far
right with precisely the sort of political fuel it needed to rise (p. 214). In doing so,
however, he partly reproduces a narrative advanced by the far right itself: name-
ly, that its electoral successes stem primarily from its proposed solutions to the
»migration problem.« That is not quite right. It is true, however, that increasing-
ly restrictive migration policies pursued by governing parties have done little to
halt either racism or the rise of right-wing extremism.

Thurnher is well aware that opinions differ regarding what constitutes
humanity’s finest moments and its darkest hours. His readers, however, are like-
ly to share his diagnosis of the present malaise. It is the military-industrial com-
plex intertwined with media power. His aim is to challenge these forces through
critical reflection, which is intellectually rigorous, literarily sophisticated, and
often highly entertaining. This ambition also explains why he refuses to accept
the answers provided by ChatGpT when questioning it about the storming of the
u.s. Capitol on 6 January 2021 and Donald Trump’s role in the events. Not content
with a standard response, he expands the prompt, requesting a critical account
written in hexameters and recognisably in Thurnher’s own style, while avoiding
copyright infringement. The results appear in the chapter »2021: When the Geese
Forgot to Cackle« (pp. 253—259). Reading these pages, one is inclined to think: it
is a good thing that Thurnher, born in 1949, still does his own thinking — and
his own writing. (MT)

Clemens Marschall: Wilde Wanda. Wiens einzige Zuhdlterin: ein Leben zwischen
Emanzipation, Exzess und Zerstorung [Wilde Wanda. Vienna’s only female pimp:
Alife between emancipation, excess, and destruction]. Vienna: Brandstitter,
206 pp., €25

»If you move in certain circles in Vienna, Wilde Wanda is rather like Falco:
mention the name and everyone has a personal story to tell — usually one so
unbelievable that the teller might have risked a slap — if not from Falco, then cer-
tainly from Wanda.« (p. 179) But who was this legendary Wilde Wanda? Clemens
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Marschall — musicologist, author, and freelance journalist whose work has
appeared in Die Zeit, the Wiener Zeitung, and the Austrian public broadcaster
01 — recounts the extraordinary life of the woman who proudly described herself
as Vienna’s only female pimp.

Yet prostitution and pimping were less a matter of choice than of necessity
for Wanda Gertrude Kuchwalek, who in the 1960s and 1970 was regarded as »the
most dangerous woman in Vienna« (p. 4). The daughter of a snake charmer and
a Soviet occupation soldier, she grew up in post-war Vienna in a discarded circus
wagon near the Prater, which at the time still resembled a field of rubble. Her
school years — four years of primary school followed by four years of secondary
school — were spent in her grandmother’s apartment in Vienna’s Floridsdorf
district, where she was reportedly given a daily shot of liquor from an early age
(p. 14). At fourteen, she formed a gang together with three twenty-year-olds,
marking the beginning of a long criminal career. »We’d buy a few bottles of
schnapps and head out. Somehow a huge brawl would break out, blood would
be flowing — and who was responsible? Wanda, of course.« (p. 15) The immediate
result was a one-month suspended sentence.

From then on, alcohol, violence, and prison shaped her life. A series of bur-
glary convictions led to her placement in reform institutions for girls deemed
difficult or delinquent. The educational methods employed in these institutions
amounted to institutionalised violence with devastating consequences, designed
to break people. During this period, Wanda discovered both her attraction to
women and her willingness to inflict on others the suffering that had been
inflicted on her. It was here that she developed a plan she would later put into
practice: »I'll make women submissive and have them work for me. Why should
pimps always be men? Why shouldn’t there be female pimps too?« (p. 29)

She earned respect within the overwhelmingly male criminal milieu through
extraordinary violence. Whenever excessive drinking was involved — which was
often — even minor disputes could escalate into knife attacks or shootings. The
women who worked for her were also victims of that violence. In this respect,
Wanda differed little from her male counterparts. If she felt one of her prosti-
tutes was no longer sufficiently loyal, she did not hesitate to slash her face with a
razor blade.

Her reputation as »Wilde Wanda« was cemented by more than twenty
»appearances« in court, which transformed her into a tabloid celebrity. These
reports on sex and crime are reprinted in the book. Reflecting on her life,
Wanda — who died at the age of fifty-seven — remarked: »I don’t regret it. But I
wouldn’t want to live through it again.« (p. 202)

What makes Marschall’s biography so compelling is the combination of metic-
ulous archival research, extensive interviews with contemporary witnesses,
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sober analysis, and »Der Schmih rennt« — »The banter flows.«" It presents
an authentic Vienna that no longer exists, but which is particularly interest-
ing for the »Piefke(s)«. Clemens Marschall’s particular merit lies in the fact
that, despite all the entertainment inherent in a legendary narrative, he never
loses sight of the oppressive social conditions that turned Wanda into a »Wilde
Wanda.« (bro)

Katrin Eigendorf: Erzihlen, was ist. Berichten am Limit in einer Zeit der
Kriege. [Telling it like it is: Reporting from the frontlines in times of war.|
Frankfurt/M.: S. Fischer, 255 pp., €25

Katrin Eigendorf has received numerous awards for her reporting from war and
crisis zones. Today she is one of Germany’s better-known television journalists,
and her work is rightly admired. Yet relatively little is known about the profes-
sional path that led her there. In Erzdhlen, was ist, readers gain valuable insight
into both her career and the experiences that shaped it.

Eigendorf’s route into journalism appears, in many respects, typical of a
woman coming of age in West Germany during the 1980s. Politically engaged
and active in the peace movement, she was the first member of her family to
attend university and was determined to see more of the world. Her ambition was
to become a foreign correspondent, a field in which women remained significant-
ly underrepresented. After studying at the Dortmund Institute of Journalism,
writing for local and regional newspapers, and spending several years in France,
she eventually left the security of a permanent position at the regional broadcast-
er NDR, took the plunge and moved to Russia. Moscow in the early 1990s was a
place of excitement and optimism. Many believed that democracy was advancing
and that an era of worldwide détente and shared prosperity lay ahead. Three dec-
ades later, little remains of those hopes.

In the book’s prologue, Eigendorf surveys the current global political land-
scape. Her first chapter focuses on Afghanistan, where life has become extraordi-
narily difficult — especially for women and girls — since the Taliban returned to
power in 2021 and Western forces withdrew from the country. The images of des-
perate people trying to reach Kabul airport remain vivid in collective memory. In
two subsequent chapters, Eigendorf traces Afghanistan’s trajectory from 9/11 and
Operation Enduring Freedom to the present, drawing on repeated visits to the
country over many years. Alongside Afghanistan, the Middle East forms a central
focus of her reporting. Eigendorf writes about the Arab Spring, about Egypt as a

1 »Der Schmih rennt« is a typical Viennese expression. It means that someone is so entertaining and funny
when telling stories that it doesn’t matter what’s true and what’s just a lie.
2 This is the Austrian, somewhat derogatory term for Germans.
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»land of dreamers,« and about the continuing tragedy of Israel and Palestine, a
conflict that remains deeply troubling to her. Several chapters are also devoted
to Russia and Ukraine. Here she illuminates the long history that culminated in
Russia’s full-scale war of aggression against Ukraine in February 2022.

What distinguishes Eigendorf’s journalism — and this book — is her ability to
connect with people. She observes, listens, contextualises, and tells the stories
of those whose lives have been shaped by war and terror. Her style is clear and
unpretentious, and her work is guided throughout by a deeply humanistic out-
look. She emphasizes how crucial the category of gender remains — not only in
societies such as Afghanistan’s, but also in her daily professional life as a foreign
correspondent.

Eigendorf reflects on the role that journalists can and should play in reporting
on war and terror, and she goes into detail when it comes to the responsibility
journalists have toward their interviewees and colleagues on the ground.

The result is a powerful defence of serious, fact-based journalism in times of
crisis and war — and therefore also in times of propaganda and organised dis-
information. In the concluding chapter, »Truth and Lies,« Eigendorf recounts
the personal attacks and campaigns of discreditation directed against her by
Russian authorities. She refuses to be intimidated. As she writes: »Those who are
informed are not so easily manipulated.« (p. 253) (MT)

Peter R. Neumann, Richard C. Schneider (2025): Das Sterben der Demokratie.
Der Plan der Rechtspopulisten — in Europa und den usa [The death of democracy.
The right-wing populist project — in Europe and the United States]. Berlin:
Rowohlt, 224 pp., €24

Richard C. Schneider (b. 1957) is an award-winning journalist, author, and
filmmaker; Peter R. Neumann (b. 1974) is Professor of Security Studies at King’s
College London. »Is democracy dying?« they ask, presenting findings from six
countries (Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, France, the u.s., and Germany),
which suggest that (right-wing) populists are now not only planning an illiberal
democracy butare also implementing it at varying speeds.

According to Neumann and Schneider, this process unfolds in three steps. The
first involves systematically weakening or eliminating institutions that stand
between »the people« and political power. The paradox is striking: The right
uses democracy against democracy by arguing that liberal elites in the judiciary,
parliaments, media, civil society, and international organizations dilute or dis-
tort the will of the people. »In their view,« the authors write, »true democracy
can only exist once the elites have been removed and a strong executive imple-
ments the unfiltered will of the people« (p. 29).
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The second step consists of claiming exclusive representation of that suppo-
sedly authentic popular will. Other political actors are denied legitimacy, while
political pluralism is increasingly depicted as unnecessary. The third step is more
subtle. Right-wing populism does not initially seek to abolish democracy alto-
gether. On the contrary, it values the legitimacy conferred by »(more or less) free
elections« (p. 17). The real danger lies elsewhere: »If right-wing populists succeed
in implementing their project, they can more easily become fascists, because the
weakening of the separation of powers creates a situation in which no effective
mechanisms remain to prevent a slide into autocracy, kleptocracy, or even fas-
cism« (p. 17). Particularly troubling, the authors argue, is the fact that large seg-
ments of society fail to recognise this process. Liberal democracy is eroded from
within while many of its formal institutions and procedures remain intact.

Using the example of Hungary under Viktor Orbdn, which they see as a kind
of model for implementing the plan outlined above, Neumann and Schneider
show how attacks on judicial independence and media freedom — including
restrictions on editorial autonomy and the establishment of a powerful National
Media and Communications Authority responsible for allocating broadcasting
licences (p. 81) — have steadily undermined democratic safeguards. At the same
time, Orbdn’s government has cultivated hostility towards migrants and Mus-
lims while questioning the legitimacy of the European Union. Following Péter
Magyar’s electoral victory in April 2026, it remains to be seen whether — and how
quickly — Hungary can embark on a process of democratic renewal.

Italy, meanwhile, is portrayed as moving towards a form of post-fascism. The
authors point in particular to judicial reforms, e.g. requiring candidates for
judicial office to undergo state-administered psychological assessments. In the
Netherlands, the success of Geert Wilders illustrates how contemporary nation-
alism no longer depends primarily on race or ethnicity but instead invokes the
defence of a supposedly homogeneous »Christian-Jewish Western culture,« from
which »foreign elements« (p. 119) — especially immigrants and Muslims — must
be excluded.

France offers a further example. The electoral successes of Marine Le Pen’s
Rassemblement National demonstrate how an illiberal democratic project can
gain legitimacy through democratic means. In 2024, the party announced plans
to privatise public broadcasting and to purge it of alleged »left-wing influences«
(p. 155). Ironically, the authors note, Emmanuel Macron had already weakened
the independence of public broadcasting in 2022 by shifting its funding from
licence fees to the state budget.

Under the heading »I, the People« (p. 163), Neumann and Schneider analyse
the United States under Donald Trump. In their view, Trump has thus far been
prevented from carrying out a more far-reaching authoritarian transformation
only by the resilience of the constitutional system and the reluctance of parts of
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his own political camp. »Whether this will remain the case during his current
term,« they write, »nobody knows. Both the party and the administration are
already fractured, and it remains unclear how long the judiciary can withstand
his attacks« (p. 177).

Germany occupies a somewhat different position in the authors’ narrative.
Compared with the other countries, it entered the era of right-wing populism
relatively late. It was not until 2017 that the Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD)
entered the Bundestag as a significant right-wing force. Unlike in the previous
country reports, which use criteria such as the restructuring or circumvention of
the judiciary and executive branches, the muzzling of independent media, and
issues such as migration, Islam, and criticism of the Eu for comparison, the chap-
ter on Germany focuses largely on leading figures within the party: the »hater«
Alice Weidel (p. 181), the »autocrat« Maximilian Krah (p. 184), and the »ultrana-
tionalist« Bjorn Hocke (p. 187).

The discussion of a possible ban on the AfD occupies only two pages (pp. 190—
192) and feels rather brief. More substantial is the concluding section, in which
the authors propose strategies for resisting democratic erosion. Political con-
flicts, they argue, should be defused rather than escalated; mainstream parties
should resist adopting the rhetoric and demands of right-wing populists; and
the political »firewall« separating democratic and anti-democratic forces must
remain intact. »Anyone who wants to prevent the death of democracy,« they
write, »must not allow themselves to become a stepping stone — even if that
means that complicated or seemingly unnatural coalitions become the norm for
a while« (p. 202). Further recommendations include subjecting right-wing pop-
ulist policies to much more rigorous scrutiny, strengthening political education,
and renewing liberal democracy itself. Too many citizens, the authors argue,
take democratic institutions for granted, appreciating neither their value nor
their fragility (p. 203). Above all, defenders of liberal democracy must develop
more compelling visions of the future than the right-wing populist dream of a
return to an imagined past.

The attempt to formulate such a counter-strategy is both timely and com-
mendable. Equally persuasive is the comparative analysis that precedes it. So is
the preceding analysis, in which Neumann and Schneider use cross-country com-
parisons and a systematic approach to show how similarly the creeping erosion of
democracy proceeds — and how central questions of media ownership and media
financing are to that process. (bro)
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Konstantin Richter: Drethundert Mdnner. Aufstieg und Fall der Deutschland AG.
[Three hundred men. The rise and fall of Germany Inc.] Berlin: Suhrkamp,
543 pp-, €30

In a 1909 essay, Walter Rathenau famously observed that »three hundred men
determine the economic destiny of the continent« (p. 227). Two decades later,
anti-Semites would deliberately distort this statement into a conspiracy theory
about »three hundred Jews.« Konstantin Richter, born in 1971, author and busi-
ness journalist for publications including The Wall Street Journal, The Guardian, The
New York Times, and Die Zeit, takes Rathenau’s observation as the starting point
for an ambitious exploration of the rise and decline of what became known as
Deutschland aG.

Across 543 pages, Richter reconstructs the history of a tightly interconnected
economic elite. Drawing on economist Andrew Shonfield’s description of Germa-
ny’s post-war economic model as an »organised private enterprise,« he depicts
a world in which banks, industrial firms, and business associations exercised
influence through dense networks of personal and institutional relationships.
Yet Deutschland ag, Richter argues, was always more than a web of sharehold-
ings. It was »an attitude, a culture, and a mindset« (p. 399) — a system built on
power, discretion, and mutual obligation.

The book is divided into three major sections: In the first section, Richter
traces the formative years of German industry (1870—-1914), a period shaped by
brilliant inventors and engineers who forged personal ties with one another and
with bankers in order to manufacture and market their innovations on an indus-
trial scale. In a series of highly readable episodes, none longer than three pages,
he focuses on the founding fathers of the German economy and shows how close-
ly intertwined entrepreneurs, finance, and industry were from the outset. It is no
coincidence, for example, that one of the founding directors of Deutsche Bank
was Georg Siemens, while Werner and Carl Siemens headed the company that
bore their family name. Nor is it insignificant that Nicolaus August Otto, inven-
tor of the four-stroke engine, not only worked alongside Gottlieb Daimler at the
Deutz gas engine factory in Cologne but also shared a semi-detached house with
him opposite the company premises. The two men could not stand one anoth-
er and became bitter rivals, competing even while tending vegetables in their
adjoining gardens.

The second section examines the period from 1914 to 1945, when German
industrialists became indispensable suppliers to successive war efforts and, in
many cases, willing collaborators with dictatorship. Richter rejects simplistic
explanations. »It was not sadism that made them accomplices and perpetrators,«
he writes, »but a completely amoral pursuit of efficiency, the determination to
preserve their businesses in an increasingly catastrophic situation and secure
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the greatest possible advantages« (p. 326). The consequences were devastating.
During the Second World War, more than twenty million people are estimated
to have been subjected to forced labour (p. 345). Satellite concentration camps
were often established in close proximity to strategically important industrial
sites. »Whether BMw, Krupp, or Continental,« Richter notes, »hardly any major
corporation failed to profit from forced labour in one form or another, willingly
accepting mass death in the process« (p. 345).

The third section covers the period from 1945 to 2000 and the reconstruction
of German economic power. Richter argues that Germany’s long trajectory
of industrial success, interrupted by the catastrophes of the two world wars,
quickly resumed after 1945. Integration into the Western economic order — with
its stable institutions, fixed exchange rates, and expanding international
trade — provided favourable conditions for renewed growth. Yet significant
changes were already underway.

The great entrepreneurial dynasties increasingly withdrew from day-to-day
management, replacing owner-managers with professional executives such as
Berthold Beitz, Eberhard von Kuenheim, Alfred Herrhausen, and Edzard Reuter.
From the 1970s onward, financialisation transformed the landscape even fur-
ther. International capital markets gained influence, while a new generation of
investors focused less on the long-term survival of companies than on short-term
returns.

The result, Richter suggests, was the gradual dissolution of the old Deutschland
AG. »Some companies no longer exist; others have merged. Others again have
bought and sold so many divisions that they are barely recognisable« (p. 527).
Corporate leadership changed as well. The Krupps and Daimlers of earlier gen-
erations largely disappeared, replaced by rotating managerial elites whose ties to
individual firms often seemed temporary.

Richter concludes by asking whether the great names of German industrial
history still matter. Have these traditions, with all their achievements and
crimes, become irrelevant? The question is provocative, though not entirely
satisfying after more than five hundred pages of economic history. One of the
book’s strengths is also, at times, its weakness: economic history is transformed
into a series of compelling stories, yet broader interpretive questions occasionally
remain unresolved.

Several issues linger after the final page: Why is this history largely confined
to West Germany? Where are figures such as Bertha Krupp, Friede Springer,
or Susanne Klatten? And why does the analysis stop at the national border just
as economic power becomes increasingly global? After all, power remains con-
centrated in remarkably few hands. The difference is that today the dominant
figures are no longer the »three hundred men« of Deutschland AG but technology
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billionaires such as Peter Thiel, Mark Zuckerberg, and Elon Musk, together with
the exclusive networks through which they exercise influence. (bro)

Susanne Go6tze, Annika Joeres: Die Milliarden-Lobby. Wer uns von Olund Gas
abhingig macht [The billion-Euro lobby. Who keeps us dependent on oil and
gas]. Munich: Piper, 288 pp., €22

The fundamental purpose of lobbying is to represent particular interests in ways
that generate public support. Unsurprisingly, the term »lobby« appears through-
out The Billion-Euro Lobby, the latest book by investigative journalists Susanne
Gotze and Annika Joeres. Their focus ranges from the oil and gas lobby to the
automotive lobby, the anti-electric-car lobby, the e-fuel lobby, and the agricultur-
allobby.

The book’s central argument is straightforward. The profits generated by
fossil fuels are simply too great for those who benefit from them to abandon the
business voluntarily. At the same time, the catastrophic consequences of contin-
ued dependence on oil, gas, and coal are often obscured by narratives that are
easier to market politically. We are told that modern economies cannot function
without fossil fuels, that phasing out the internal combustion engine threatens
prosperity and mobility, and that rolling back climate policies is therefore both
necessary and reasonable. Such narratives, the authors argue, are promoted by
powerful lobbying organisations and amplified by sympathetic media outlets.

Gotze and Joeres take an unequivocal stance against these forms of lobbying
and propaganda. As in their earlier book The Climate Pollution Lobby (2020), they
assemble a substantial body of evidence demonstrating why continued reliance
on fossil fuels is neither economically nor politically sustainable. These argu-
ments have become even more urgent in light of Russia’s war against Ukraine,
escalating geopolitical tensions, and growing concerns about energy security.
Dependence on fossil fuels, the authors contend, creates dangerous vulnerabili-
ties while simultaneously accelerating climate change and increasing the likeli-
hood of future conflicts.

The first part of the book is devoted to what the authors call the »block-
ers« — those who seek to roll back measures, such as Germany’s Building Energy
Act and the phase-out of combustion engines, advocate expanded oil and gas
extraction, promote fracking and LNG terminals, call for a return to nuclear
power, and celebrate meat consumption as a political statement. These actors are
closely linked to the »mind manipulators« discussed in the second part of the
book. Here, the authors examine right-wing populist parties, free-market think
tanks, and academics willing to produce commissioned studies that support
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predetermined conclusions — provided the funding is sufficient and university
administrations, eager for external resources, raise no objections.

The third section addresses what Gotze and Joeres regard as a series of tech-
nological pseudo-solutions: hydrogen hype, small modular reactors, LNG infra-
structure, and the frequently invoked principle of »technology neutrality.« In
each case, they ask whether these proposals genuinely facilitate the transition
away from fossil fuels or merely delay it.

Unlike many contemporary critiques of social and political conditions, how-
ever, The Billion-Euro Lobby does not stop at diagnosis. The authors also seek to for-
mulate practical alternatives. In the concluding section, they outline »five steps
towards independence«: renewable heating, oil-free mobility, fossil-free agricul-
ture, green electricity instead of coal and gas, and industrial production based
on greater self-sufficiency. For each of these goals, they pose four questions: How
can Germany become more independent? What political measures are required?
What can individuals do? And how can new dependencies be avoided?

This is one of the book’s greatest strengths. The concluding overview serves as
a concise guide to action, while the book as a whole provides readers with a rich
repository of arguments and evidence. It is a resource that can be drawn upon not
only in political debate but also in everyday conversations with friends, relatives,
and colleagues. (MT)

Angelique Geray: Undercover unter Nazis. Als Frau im Herz der rechtsextremen
Szene [Undercover among Nazis. A woman at the heart of the far-right scene].
Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 256 pp., €18

It is 21 May 2025. At around six o’clock in the morning, some 220 police officers
and investigators carry out coordinated raids across several German states.
Apartments, garages, and gardens are searched. In total, thirteen locations are
targeted. The operation is the result of anonymous tip offs — and those originate
from a research team led by investigative journalist Angelique Geray. For years,
Geray infiltrated Germany’s far-right milieu under the alias »Isabell«, gathering
information from within a scene that has become increasingly radicalised and
appears to hold particular appeal for very young adults.

Geray’s entry into this world was carefully planned. Social media played a
crucial role. Through posts that initially seemed harmless but contained coded
references and ideological signals recognisable to insiders, she attracted the
attention of far-right activists. Friend requests followed, then invitations to gath-
erings, concerts, demonstrations, and training camps. Digital contacts gradually
developed into real-world relationships. She joined far-right dating platforms
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and met men with highly specific ideas about what a »German woman« should
be and what role she ought to play in a future national revival.

The risks involved in such an operation were enormous. Geray proceeded
with caution, aware that she could rely on the support of trusted colleagues and
friends should her cover be compromised. Even so, readers cannot help but won-
der how she will eventually escape the role she has created for herself — and what
years of living a double life do to a journalist.

Following the police raids of May 2025, Geray knows that she is no longer safe
within the circles she infiltrated. »No longer a comrade« is the title of the book’s
final chapter. Its subtitle is both quotation and threat: »Find the [expletive].
Find everything.« From that moment on, »Isabell« ceases to exist. Yet Geray also
recognises that undercover journalism has become increasingly difficult in the
digital age. »Anonymity is a thing of the past,« she observes. Facial-recognition
technology, searchable networks, and digital footprints make it almost impossi-
ble to remain invisible until the conclusion of an investigation. The fact that her
own name and face eventually became public knowledge was therefore not an
accident but a deliberate decision.

Through reports for the German commercial television station RTL and stern,
Geray has documented far-right networks and their recruitment strategies for
years. She even returned to far-right demonstrations openly as a journalist after
her cover had been exposed. Her hope is that at least some of the young people
drifting into extremist circles might recognise alternative paths before it is too
late.

The research presented here reveals the remarkable density of far-right net-
works, including their international connections, and demonstrates how deeply
radicalised even very young members have become. Particularly alarming are the
insights into groups such as the terrorist cell Letzte Verteidigungswelle (»Last Wave
of Defence«). Geray shows how recruitment works, how social media facilitates
networking and mobilisation, and how extremist identities are cultivated. At the
same time, she exposes a striking contradiction: beneath the aggressive rhetoric
and martial self-presentation often lie profound insecurity and an intense desire
for belonging. Among the book’s most disturbing passages are those that demon-
strate just how normalised racist and anti-democratic attitudes have become in
certain social environments.

Giinter Wallraff and numerous other investigative journalists have praised
Geray’s courage. In his foreword, Wallraff emphasises the importance of pre-
cisely this kind of journalistic insider perspective for understanding contempo-
rary right-wing extremism. Without it, such insights would remain largely the
preserve of state security agencies and undercover investigators. Geray’s book
demonstrates why independent journalism remains indispensable. (MT)
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Thomas Muggenthaler: Mit dem Leben davongekommen — Exil und Neuanfang.
Bayerisch-jiidische Lebenswege [Escaping with their lives — Exile and a new
beginning. Bavarian-Jewish life stories]. Munich: Volk Verlag, 280 pp.,
€24.90

Those who were persecuted, deported, and murdered under National Socialism
can no longer tell their own stories. Only the few who survived are able to bear
witness — and only if someone is willing to listen. Thomas Muggenthaler is one
such listener. The journalist records, preserves, and amplifies voices that might
otherwise be lost. In this volume, forty people recount how they »escaped with
their lives«, how they experienced persecution and exile, and how they sought
to build new lives after the Holocaust while carrying the burden of mass murder
and irreparable loss.

These forty individuals share more than a Jewish identity. All spent formative
years in Bavaria. Many were born there before being driven from their homes;
others returned after the war. Among them is the writer and literary scholar
Ruth Kliiger, who survived the Holocaust and eventually found herself in Strau-
bing before later studying in Regensburg.

The book is organised geographically rather than chronologically. Its chapters
follow the places where survivors rebuilt their lives: above all Israel, the United
States, and Argentina, but also many other countries that became substitute
homelands. Some eventually returned to Germany itself. As Erich Spitz, busi-
nessman and chairman of the Straubing Jewish community, puts it: »Bavaria is
Bavaria; this is my home.«

The portraits are based on interviews conducted over many years. Family pho-
tographs showing the interviewees as children and young adults, often alongside
parents and relatives who would later be murdered, lend additional emotional
weight to the narratives. They make visible not only the loss of homeland but also
the destruction of families, friendships, and entire social worlds.

The book’s greatest strength is also the source of a certain frustration. Each
life story is deeply compelling, yet necessarily brief. After four or five pages, read-
ers often find themselves wanting to know more, to ask further questions, and to
follow these lives in greater depth. Any one of these biographies could have filled
a volume of its own. Some survivors, such as Ruth Kliiger, eventually did write
such books themselves, reflecting on the difficult task of continuing to live [wei-
ter leben (1992)).

That these forty stories have been preserved at all is due largely to Muggenthal-
er’s persistence. Inspired by his radio documentary series Das ist nicht mehr meine
Heimat (»This Is No Longer My Homeland«), he decided to publish the portraits
in written form as well. The project was supported by foundations, archives,
and numerous individuals — a reminder that while memory remains deeply
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personal, the conditions that make collective remembrance possible must be cre-
ated together.

In this sense, Escaping with Their Lives is more than a collection of interviews.
It is a contribution to the ongoing work of remembrance and a testament to the
importance of listening before the remaining witnesses fall silent. (MT)

Caro Matzko: Alte Wut. Warum ich an den Ort reiste, von dem mein Vater einst
fliehen musste [Old Anger. Why I travelled to the place my father once had to
flee]. Munich: Piper, 224 pp., €24

Caro Matzko — born Carolin Matzko in 1979, journalist, author, and familiar to
many German viewers as co-host of the Bavarian television programme Ringlstet-
ter — has written what she describes as a therapeutic road movie in book form.

Travelling in reverse along the route her father once took while fleeing the
advancing Red Army as a ten-year-old boy, the journey takes her back into the
past of a man who lost his homeland as a child and witnessed terrible things, yet
rarely speaks about the traumatic experiences he endured.

Anger shapes his worldview: There is anger at the government, hostility
towards foreigners, contempt for perceived weakness and mediocrity. Over the
decades he supported various far-right parties, provided they advocated forceful-
ly enough for the recovery of the former eastern territories. Today, he is a mem-
ber of the AfD.

What does such a father mean for a daughter? A man who asks »What’s going
on?« rather than »How are you?«, answers the telephone with a loud »Knal-
lo« because »Hello« sounds too American, invariably ends conversations with
»Good night, Germany,« insists on maps showing Germany within its 1934 bor-
ders, affectionately calls his daughter »my Prussian tank track,« and shares his
extreme political views with anyone willing to listen, insisting that the govern-
ment and politicians in Brussels are »all criminals«?

For a long time, this left Matzko feeling simultaneously helpless and angry.
Her rebellion began in adolescence with anorexia, leading to treatment after
treatment in locked psychiatric wards, followed by depression, anxiety disorders,
and burnout. She blames herself for much of this while also sensing an uncontrol-
lable rage. The source, she suspects, lies somewhere in her father’s untold story.

Accompanied by her husband, daughter, and dog, she sets out to visit the
places that marked the flight of the boy who, with protruding ears and short
trousers, proudly poses with his dog Harras in one of the few surviving photo-
graphs of her father, Ekkehard — a photograph now reproduced on the book’s
cover. The journey begins in Ulm and leads to WeifSenfels an der Saale, where her
father found refuge with an aunt after fleeing the Red Army together with his
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mother and sister. While playing with weapons and ammunition that were still
lying around in large quantities after the war, he suffered serious injuries to his
face and eyes. Later, while canoeing on the Saale river with a friend, he discovered
the body of a dead foetus caught by its umbilical cord on a landing stage. »What
did you do with the foetus?« Matzko asks her father (p. 50). »We untangled itand
let it drift down the Saale,« he replies. »You know, after everything we had been
through, we were completely desensitised.« (p. 51)

In Weifsenfels, Ekkehard graduates from school in 1953. Riding a bicycle he
built himself, he wins an important race and is recruited by officials seeking
athletes for the new East German national cycling team. He declines. »He would
have competed for Germany,« Matzko writes, »but not for the GDR« (p. 54). As a
result, despite excellent grades and practical experience in a local hospital, he
was denied admission to medical school. The official explanation cited insuffi-
cient socialist commitment. In 1954, he left for Ulm in West Germany.

The journey eventually takes Caro Matzko to Elblag (formerly Elbing) in
Poland, where her father and his family were overtaken by the Red Army in Jan-
uary 1945 as part of a large refugee convoy. Members of a German-Polish cultural
association help her locate places that her father only described in fragments. She
learns how he survived attacks by Soviet aircraft because the shock wave from an
explosion threw him beneath a grand piano that shielded him from shrapnel.
She learns how he narrowly escaped a firing squad when a passing Soviet general
shouts to the soldiers that German officers’ children must not be killed. Yet his-
tory leaves few visible traces. A site of violence and suffering has become a high-
way ramp with a McDonald’s.

The journey concludes in Ostréda on Lake Drweca, where Matzko’s grandfather
once ran the Hotel Bismarckturm. Of the grand hotel with its lakeside terrace,
only the tower remains. On the opposite shore now stands the modern Lake Hill
Mazury Resort, a luxurious hotel where Caro is staying with her family. There,
in an ironic twist of fate, she discovers that »in this modern family resort of the
present day... the place of my family history is immortalized« (p. 140). Covering
the stairwell wall is an enormous photographic mural depicting the Bismarck
Tower and her grandparents’ former hotel. »The place where my father spent the
only carefree years of his childhood,« she writes, »the place he has longed for over
seventy-nine years. It is exactly the image I grew up with because he showed it to
me again and again, the image he has clung to all these decades.« (p. 140) When
she tells her father about the discovery, he insists that she sign the mural with the
words »In memoriam Fritz Matzko.« She complies. Later she takes home a bag of
earth from the former hotel grounds and a stone from the ruins.

Alte Wut is a sensitive and moving book about memory, family legacies, and the
often-frustrating search for mutual understanding. Historical explanations of
flight and expulsion remain relatively brief. Nationalism, racism, and war appear

Journalism Research 2/2026 208



Martina Thiele and Boris Romahn: Must read: Books by journalists

largely in the background. Far more present is the figure of an ageing father
whose worldview has been shaped by trauma and resentment.

Matzko explores how experiences of violence reverberate across generations
and how difficult it can be to find language for inherited wounds. Her search
for traces of her father gradually becomes a search for herself. Matzko describes
her insecurities, her expectations, and the emotional strain of the journey. Yet
despite the emotional weight of the subject, the narrative remains remarkably
light on its feet, sustained by humour and self-deprecation that accompany the
struggle between closeness and distance.

She notes: Her father’s worldview remains fundamentally different from her
own, but she refuses to reduce him to his political convictions. »I will never
accept his party affiliation,« she writes. »But he cooked porridge and eggs for me
in the morning. He paid for my education. He drove my moving boxes from A to
B. You have to be able to tolerate grey areas and contradictions. Democracy is like
that too — laborious, but without alternative« (p. 204). (bro)

George Orwell: Zeilen der Zeit. Kolumnen aus einem Jahrhundert im Umbruch
[Lines of time. Columns from a century in upheaval. Selected and translated
from English by Lutz-W. Wolff]. Ditzingen: Reclam, 265 pp., €25

Most readers know George Orwell (1903-1950) as the author of the political fable
Animal Farm and the dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four. Far less familiar, how-
ever, is Orwell the journalist. Reclam’s elegantly produced volume Lines of Time
offers an excellent opportunity to (re-)discover the journalistic side of his work.

The collection brings together a selection of Orwell’s columns from the series
As I Please, originally published between 1943 and 1948 in The Tribune, a left-
wing weekly. Readers are indebted to translator, editor, and publicist Lutz W.
Wolff — whose career has included work for the BBc — for making these texts
accessible to a German-speaking audience and for illuminating the many facets
of Orwell’s life and thought. Here we encounter not only the independent-mind-
ed left-wing free thinker, but also the veteran of the Spanish Civil War, the BBc
employee who resigned in 1943 because he no longer wished »to waste time and
public money on work that leads nowhere« (p. 251), the rose connoisseur and the
keen observer of what Jiirgen Habermas would later describe as the deliberative
public sphere.

One column, published on 7 December 1945, reflects on Hyde Park’s famous
Speakers’ Corner and the foundations of freedom of expression: »The crucial
point is that the relative freedom we enjoy depends on public opinion. The law is
no safeguard. Governments make laws, but whether they are enforced, and how
the police behave, depends on the general mood of the country. If the mass of the
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people are interested in freedom of speech, there will be freedom of speech, even
if the laws forbid it; if public opinion is sluggish, troublesome minorities will be
persecuted, even if laws exist to protect them.« (p. 130)

The columns collected in As I Please were written at the same time in which
Orwell was working on Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four. What the journalist
Orwell presents pointedly in As I Please, he elaborates upon in his literary works.
Throughout his writing runs a sustained critique of the political and ideological
conditions of the 1930s and 1940s — conditions that, alarmingly, are not so dis-
similar from our own as one might wish.

Two people deserve particular gratitude for this volume: George Orwell him-
self, whose enduring critique of totalitarian language, political manipulation,
and intellectual conformity remains illuminating to this day. Second, the great
literary scholar and translator Lutz W. Wolff, whose careful selection, transla-
tion, and contextualisation provide readers with ample background information
on the life and work of an author who died far too young, while demonstrating
that classic texts are rooted in humanity, intellectual independence, foresight,
and a commitment to both inner and outer freedom. (MT)
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Georg Fiilberth (2026): »...dem liberalen Schwindel ein Ende zu machen«. Karl Kraus
und Wilhelm Liebknecht 1899/1900 [»...to put an end to the liberal sham.«Karl
Kraus and Wilhelm Liebknecht 1899/1900]. Cologne: Papyrossa, 131 pages,
14.90 euros

Reviewed by Horst Pottker

Georg Fiilberth, one of the perennial leftists in German social and political
science, a student and successor to Wolfgang Abendroth in Marburg, initially a
member of the spD [Social Democratic Party] and later of the pxp [German Com-
munist Party|, continues to publish remarkable works on »capitalism« — as he
calls his interdisciplinary field of research — despite being 86 years old. His latest
book is devoted to the one-year journalistic collaboration between Wilhelm Lieb-
knecht — the editor-in-chief of the spD’s central organ Vorwirts, who died unex-
pectedly in August 1900 at the age of 74 — and the 25-year-old Viennese journalist
Karl Kraus, who had just founded his magazine Die Fackel, in which he would go
on to satirize the liberal press — both rhetorically and politically — for the next
36 years, as virtually its sole author.

Both journalists have often been accused — by Hannah Arendt, among oth-
ers — of having sided against the Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus, who had been
exiled to Devil’s Island for years, against their better judgment, even after his
innocence had been proven and the anti-Semitically motivated miscarriage of
justice against him had been exposed and denounced in the press by Emile Zola
and others. Fiilberth’s argument primarily seeks to refute this accusation, even
though he does not state this explicitly; rather, he merely attempts to explain the
stance of the two famous editors.

Fiilberth’s book is clearly and intelligently structured. It begins with a thesis,
the reasoning behind which forms the central thread running through the book:

»How did it come to pass that Karl Kraus, whose >Fackel< repeatedly attacked social, cul-

tural, and political injustices, and the socialist Wilhelm Liebknecht behaved in this way?
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Was it perhaps not at all about Alfred Dreyfus, democracy, and the rule of law, but — one

layer deeper — about the state of bourgeois society and public opinion within it? This ques-

tion is also a hypothesis. It is hereby posed and will be examined in the following sections

on the basis of the sources.« (p. 7)

This is followed by a review of the research (pp. 8-15) and then, in chronolog-
ical order, ten chapters on the development of the relationship between the two
editors (pp. 15-118). Essentially, this relationship consisted of Kraus publishing
a series of agreed-upon articles written by Liebknecht in Die Fackel; and of Kraus
asking Liebknecht — with little success — to also comment in these articles on
the policies of the socialist parties in Germany and Austria. The book concludes
with an analysis of the case in the context of conservative (Kraus) and socialist
(Liebknecht) critiques of liberalism (pp. 119—124) and a list of sources consulted
(pp- 125-131).

Fiilberth explains that the two dissimilar journalists were unwilling to
publicly acknowledge Dreyfus’s innocence because of their — despite all their
differences — shared anti-liberal stance and agenda. They were not concerned at
all with the fate of Dreyfus as a person, but rather with criticizing the political
and journalistic forces that had championed him. According to Fiilberth, this
criticism was aimed above all at the fact that the vocal commitment of the liberal
press and political circles to Dreyfus diverted attention from the actual socioeco-
nomic problems. Kraus, for his part,

»was decidedly not interested in the question of whether the convicted captain was guilty

or innocent. He was concerned exclusively with his fight against the liberal press. Even

if their advocacy against a miscarriage of justice was justified in this case, it would be

implausible because it was the cause of discredited newspapers.« (p. 29)

As for Liebknecht:

»In his >Fackel« article, Wilhelm Liebknecht assessed the Dreyfus affair largely in terms

of the objective political function of the campaign. Here he agreed with Kraus’s aside that

any victory for the Dreyfusards would come at a >high price«< in the form of >two years of
unrest in the country, [...] and, moreover, through a strengthening of German national-

ism.«(p. 31)

Fiilberth shows that Kraus and Liebknecht’s lack of interest in a gross injustice
against a Jewish individual should not be interpreted as a sign of anti-Semitism
on the part of these two famous journalists, even if the injustice in this case
stemmed from widespread anti-Semitism. However, it does attest to their willing-
ness to disregard individual human rights in pursuit of political and ideological
goals. Fiilberth implicitly concurs with this view by explaining this disregard as
an expression of an understandable anti-liberal stance, without criticizing it.

Kraus and Liebknecht’s indifference at the time to the question of Dreyfus’s
guilt or innocence is mirrored by author Fiilberth’s current indifference to the
evidence of Dreyfus’s innocence that had already been published at the time.
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Referring back to 1899, the year of collaboration between the two editors, Fiil-
berth writes:

»There was neither a confession nor conclusive evidence of Dreyfus’s guilt or innocence,

only circumstantial evidence. [...| Liebknecht concluded that this evidence did not point to

Dreyfus’s innocence, which is why he did not >believe<in it — any more than he believed in

his guilt.« (p. 30)

As early as 1898, Jean Jaures, the leader of the French Socialists, had presented
compelling evidence of Dreyfus’s innocence in a book that compiled his previous
articles from the socialist newspaper La Petite République.™ It is possible that Wil-
helm Liebknecht was unaware of this book the following year. But Fiilberth could
have been aware of it, especially since it is referred to in detail in the 2005 German
translation of a book published in France in 1935 by the French Socialist Prime
Minister Léon Blum, who witnessed the Dreyfus Affair as a young lawyer.!?! Fiil-
berth did not take these two sources into account — perhaps because he was una-
ware of them, due to the cultural divide between Germany and France that still
persists. In any case, they show that Jaures fought publicly for Dreyfus’s rehabil-
itation not because of a political constellation, as Fiilberth suggests, but because
he had clear evidence. Léon Blum considered Jaures’s newspaper articles and
book, alongside Emile Zola’s famous »J’Accuse,« to be the key journalistic contri-
butions that brought about the turnaround in the affair in Dreyfus’s favor in 1898.

Unlike the politically counterproductive disregard for facts, a different per-
spective on the journalism surrounding the Dreyfus Affair might have raised the
question of why it is so rare for liberal journalism to actually deliver on the prom-
ise often attributed to it when it is referred to as the »fourth estate«: namely,
to expose abuses and missteps by those in power and bring about their redress.
Aside from the Dreyfus Affair, Watergate perhaps comes to mind as another truly
significant case; for Germany, however, it is difficult to find such examples. One
explanation is that for journalism to expose gross abuses of power that shake the
pyramid of power, a rare combination of several conditions is required — such as
the clear recognizability of misconduct, the independence and diversity of the
media, and the determination of both the public and those responsible to act,
etc. — a combination that, exceptionally, was present in the case of the Dreyfus
Affair.B® This would constitute a critique of the liberal press, one that might
potentially help strengthen its weak investigative power.

Ignoring factual issues — including grammatical ones, which, owing to the
publisher’s lack of proofreading, have been overlooked disturbingly often — in

1 Jaures, Jean (1898). Les Preuves. The Dreyfus Affair. La Petite République.

2 See Blum, Léon (2005). Summoning the Shadows. The Dreyfus Affair. Berenberg, pp. 88-92.

3 See Pottker, Horst (2008). »The Public Sphere as a Seismograph? On the Conditions for the Media’s Role in
Exposing Scandals, Using the Dreyfus Affair as an Example.« In Heinz Bonfadelli, Kurt Imhof, Roger Blum,
& Otfried Jarren (Eds.). The Changing Seismographic Function of the Public Sphere. VS Vetlag, pp. 57-79.
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favor of supposedly reasonable politics or convictions does not achieve this. We
are quick to attribute such nonchalance toward facts to authoritarian rulers like
Donald Trump and his ilk. Fiilberth’s thoroughly informative book unfortunate-
ly shows that even intelligent leftists are not immune to this.

About the Reviewer
Horst Pottker, born in 1944, is a retired professor of the theory and practice of

journalism at the Technical University of Dortmund and co-editor of Journalistik/
Journalism Research.
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Johanna Dorer, Brigitte Geiger, Brigitte Hipfl, Viktorija Ratkovi (eds.)
(2023): Handbook of Media and Gender. Perspectives and Findings in Feminist
Communication and Media Research. Springer vs, 1,031 pages, 129.99 euros

Reviewed by Stine Eckert

With the Handbook of Media and Gender: Perspectives and Findings in Feminist Commu-
nication and Media Research, the four editors — Johanna Dorer, Brigitte Geiger, Bri-
gitte Hipfl, and Viktorija Ratkovi¢ — have produced an impressive work. It intro-
duces readers to German- and English-language research on communication,
journalism, media, and gender in very accessible language and a well-structured
format.

The book is divided into 10 sections, each containing several chapters, which
begin appropriately with two fundamental overviews of theory and methodolo-
gy. These are followed by two sections on media production, content, and recep-
tion, and historical media research. In five further in-depth sections, highly
relevant topics in feminist-critical research are summarized and contextualized:
politics and economics, women’s movements and feminist media, violence and
power relations, differences, and media culture. In the final section, which is the
shortest, future research questions are raised in two chapters.

In her foreword, Irene Neverla positions the handbook as another impor-
tant contribution to the establishment of feminist communication and media
studies in the German-speaking world and acknowledges the achievements of
all those involved. The editors’ brief introduction emphasizes the focus on the
German-speaking world, particularly Austria, while noting that research on
Switzerland is less represented. It is therefore consistent that the list of authors
locates the contributors predominantly in Austria (including the editors at the
Universities of Vienna and Klagenfurt) and in West German states; only three
were based at East German universities (Ilmenau, Potsdam, Rostock). This ori-
entation is reflected in the handbook, whose vast scope includes only sporadic
research on media and gender in the GDR or East Germany.

The densely written 72 chapters cover the impressive breadth and depth of
feminist communication and media research. They bring together the dec-
ades-long work of pioneers and subsequent researchers in a nuanced way. Con-
nections to the English-speaking world are also repeatedly highlighted, par-
ticularly to the u.s. and the u.k., where some research questions were previously
addressed in studies. Relevant findings are then mostly limited to (West) German
and Austrian contexts.

The concept of media is broadly defined here: it ranges from traditional print
and broadcast media to film and art, as well as digital spaces and events such as
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women’s music festivals. Intersectional approaches are repeatedly emphasized,
while at the same time it is noted that further research is needed on intersect-
ing categories of identity in this field. »Part virr: Differences and/in Media«
addresses this in particular. Eight chapters summarize research on migrants in
media production and content, »whiteness,« class, age, and multilingualism in
relation to gender, supplemented by a contribution each on masculinity studies
and media sports. Other aspects of identity appear sporadically in other chapters,
such as in Waltraud Ernst’s contribution »Phenomena of Becoming: Intersection-
ality, Queer, Postcolonial, Diversity, and Disability Studies as Orientations for
Media Research« in the theoretical section. Certainly, a selection had to be made,
as other categories such as dis/ability, parenthood, sexual orientation, the body,
religion, nationality, or East German/West German socialization would also
have been conceivable for dedicated texts on differences. For the last category of
difference, a text on the history of media and gender in the Gpr — for example,
on media produced by non-state women’s movements — could also have been
included in »Part 1v: Historical Media Research,« which contains seven chapters.

It is also noteworthy that the book’s longest chapter, at 21 pages, rightly focus-
es on the topic »Gender-Based Violence: Reporting, Discourses, and Feminist
Interventions.« Written by Brigitte Geiger, who was a lecturer at the Institute for
Journalism and Communication Studies at the University of Vienna, and Birgit
Wolf, who works for the Women’s Helpline of the Autonomous Austrian Women’s
Shelters in Vienna, it demonstrates how crucial the ongoing connection between
feminist research and practice is for tangibly improving the lives of women and
vulnerable groups: reducing violence, preventing harm, and respecting human
dignity. In their conclusion, the authors propose establishing chairs and research
centers on gender-based violence, a call that is understandable given the per-
sistence and rise of gender-based violence both online and offline. »Part vi1:
Violence, Power Relations, and the Media« offers, in four additional chapters, a
shocking inventory of gender-based acts of violence that persist, but also shows
that these are no longer taboo topics; rather, they have been brought to light in
diverse ways through research and the media.

Each article begins with a table of contents, an abstract, and keywords to aid in
navigation. A bibliography follows each contribution. This arrangement is par-
ticularly helpful in the print edition, which contains neither a subject index nora
name index for looking up terms across chapters. However, the book is also avail-
able as an online edition, which facilitates the search for specific terms — such
as big data, social media, or a1 — that do not appear explicitly in the headings
and subheadings. According to the editors and the publisher, the book has been
designed as a »living reference work.« This allows chapters dealing with rapidly
evolving trends — such as those driven by technologies like artificial intelli-
gence, large language models, or computational methods — to be updated and

Journalism Research 2/2026 216



Reviews

expanded. According to the publisher, this will begin in 2027. The online edition
is also well-suited for use in teaching, where individual chapters can serve as an
introduction to topics or as an overview or review for students and instructors.
The online version is also available in English, thereby making an important con-
tribution to making German-language studies and research lines more accessible
in the English-speaking world.

The book’s strengths lie primarily in the wealth of studies that each contribu-
tion discusses within a disciplined structure, in order to explain foundational
and major works in greater detail and to present other important studies more
thoroughly. This brings research trends, conflicts, and divergent approaches to
light and situates them within the current state of the field. Various definitions
of key concepts are discussed, making the contributions particularly well-suit-
ed for familiarizing oneself with new research topics in the feminist field. It is
noticeable, however, that the publication dates of the most recently cited studies
vary somewhat in terms of their recency, which is certainly due to the long period
of time — seven years — during which the editors worked on this 1,031-page vol-
ume, as mentioned in the introduction.

Time and again, authors and editors alike highlight in their conclusions the
academic conditions for Gender Media Studies, which, while having become
institutionalized, have in some cases lost touch with women’s movements. This
is because universities operate as »business entities that are guided by manage-
ment criteria and key performance indicators, and that engage in metric-based
performance measurement and indicator-driven management of research and
teaching« (p. 1025). Thus, on the one hand, the handbook bears witness to the
success of Gender Media Studies in opening up spaces within academic struc-
tures to conduct methodologically and theoretically innovative research and to
influence communication and media studies. On the other hand, it also repeated-
ly reveals a history of constant justification and struggle by and for marginalized
groups, a history that is by no means over. In this regard, the penultimate chap-
ter by Susanne Lummerding on the topic of »power- and discrimination-critical
professionalization of knowledge production« is a valuable contribution to
inspiring further courses of action. »We must therefore actively work to ensure
that academia and its institutions become an inclusive space for critically ques-
tioning power and for solidarity-based, critical engagement for all« (p. 1015).

This also applies, in a modified form, to newsrooms that must navigate mul-
tiple transformations, for which the handbook Media and Gender offers a valuable
treasure trove of knowledge. Journalists and media professionals can find useful
guidance in it for their reporting and editorial processes and formulate inquir-
ies to scholars on the topic of gender and media more precisely. Editorial offices
should definitely have this book on their shelves to build upon the current state
of research. Furthermore, as an indispensable compass, the handbook should by
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no means be missing from the book collections of institutions and researchers in
feminist communication and media studies.

About the Reviewer

Stine Eckert is an associate professor in the Department of Communication at
Wayne State University in Detroit and co-editor of Journalistik/Journalism Research.
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Maike Suhr (2026): Zwischen Repair und Care. Neugriindungen als Chance

fiir Diversitit im Journalismus [Between Repair and Care. Start-ups as an
opportunity for diversity in journalism]. Wiesbaden: Springer vs, 194 pages,
69.99 euros

Reviewed by Phoebe Maares

Journalism in Germany is primarily produced by white, well-educated people who
have little or no experience of marginalization. Entry into the profession through
low-paying internships, freelance work, and permanent positions means that one
must be able to afford this career choice. How can journalism, under such circum-
stances, facilitate diverse perspectives in newsrooms and reporting?

In her dissertation, Maike Suhr examines new journalism start-ups as an
opportunity to promote diversity in newsrooms and within journalism. In doing
so, she addresses a highly topical issue and provides initial insights into the role
that new journalism start-ups play in fostering diversity and overcoming ine-
quality in journalism. With her work, she expands the body of research on entre-
preneurial journalism, precarious work, and intersectional inequality studies.

Theoretically, Suhr draws on feminist and intersectional approaches as well as
the concepts of diversity management and inequality, and summarizes the state
of research on diversity in established newsrooms, alternative media, and new
media start-ups. In doing so, she distinguishes between individual journalistic
organizations’ care for their employees (»Care for Journalists«) and the promotion
of equality and diversity in the journalistic field as a whole (»Care for Journalism«).
She also examines the motivations behind founding new journalistic media out-
lets, the opportunities for growth that these start-ups offer to marginalized indi-
viduals, and how these media outlets position themselves within the journalistic
field. These three perspectives also structure the presentation of the findings.

Methodologically, Suhr employs a hybrid ethnography, triangulating short
observation phases at eleven start-ups in Germany and Austria with interviews
and documents; the observations took place in newsrooms, coworking spaces,
and digital newsrooms. Her approach also illustrates the growing difficulties
researchers face when attempting to capture changing work practices in jour-
nalism: On the one hand, some start-ups are now organized exclusively in the
digital sphere, which limits the observation of work organization and day-to-
day collaboration. On the other hand, access to the field is complicated because
start-ups — especially those with precarious organizational structures — lack the
time or resources for interviews. Suhr highlights the problem that, in particu-
lar, start-ups that place special emphasis on work-life balance and want to spare
their employees this extra work did not participate in the study, even though

Journalism Research 2/2026 219



Books

the perspectives of these organizations would certainly have contributed to an
understanding of »Care for Journalists.«

The findings section of the study is divided into three parts, though the
final findings chapter — the role of start-ups in promoting diversity within the
field — is rather brief. Key findings point to the difficulties of embedding diver-
sity in the field of journalism, particularly in established newsrooms: »Starting
a new venture is considered easier than bringing about change in established
media organizations« (p. 114). This impression is conveyed above all by founders
with experiences of discrimination who have left established newsrooms to put
their vision of journalism into practice. Nevertheless, measures to improve diver-
sity, equality, and inclusion in newly founded newsrooms are not always institu-
tionalized. This can pose risks in the long term, for example, when employees
who promote and advocate for equality leave without a successor. Another key
finding of the book is that the absence of hierarchies and open forms of work
organization are not necessarily beneficial for marginalized journalists and can
also lead to exclusion. Instead, well-thought-out strategies are needed to give
everyone equal access to decision-making positions in journalism. Ultimately,
according to Suhr, new media outlets contribute to diversity in the field because
they foster sensitivity to marginalized issues and perspectives, complement
established journalism with precisely those perspectives, and train and employ
journalists from diverse backgrounds. The study shows that efforts to promote
diversity are, in some cases, »outsourced« to start-ups. Nevertheless, start-ups
bring a changed understanding of values to the field of journalism and normal-
ize »journalism with a stance.«

Maike Suhr’s dissertation stands out in particular for its focus on newly
founded organizations with varying levels of commitment to diversity and the
elimination of inequality in journalism. This perspective highlights the poten-
tial for journalism and illustrates how deeply entrenched structures of inequal-
ity are in our society — as well as in the field of journalism — and how difficult
it can be to break them down. Here, the book points out discrepancies between
the claims made by founders and the actual situation: Founding an organiza-
tion requires more than just an idea. The first chapter on findings, in particular,
highlights the wide variety of obstacles. Furthermore, the book addresses the
vagueness of the term »diversity« and thoughtfully complements it with con-
cepts of participation, equality, inequality, and an intersectional perspective.
While (German-language) journalism research has, to this day, focused primarily
on gender as a category of inequality, Suhr’s approach is decidedly intersectional
and examines the opportunities in journalism for people from various marginal-
ized groups.

At the same time, the findings and the resulting theoretical analysis could go
into greater depth in some places. In particular, the reader finds that insights
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from the observations and documentary material are lacking in some sections.
Furthermore, it is unclear how many people from which organizations were
interviewed and what experiences they bring from established media out-
lets. Here, one would like to see an overview — for example, in the form of a
table — that provides this contextual information while preserving anonymity.
Although the concept of power is frequently mentioned, it is not explicitly theo-
rized, and the question of material and immaterial resources in the distribution
of power is not discussed in greater detail. Here, a reference to theories from the
sociology of work or the »space of journalistic work« as defined by Ornebring et al.
(2018) could have added more depth to the interplay between »Care for Journalists,«
power, precariousness, and financial difficulties.

Nevertheless, Zwischen Repair und Care is an important early contribution to
intersectional diversity in German-language journalism. By examining start-
ups, the book is also relevant for students, researchers, and potential start-up
founders who are interested both in developments in entrepreneurial journalism
and in broader questions of inequality, precariousness, and marginalization in
journalism.

About the Reviewer

Phoebe Maares holds a PhD from the University of Vienna and is a postdoctoral
researcher in the Media and Public Spheres research group at the Institute for
Research on Far-Right Extremism, University of Tiibingen. Her research focuses
on boundary-blurring phenomena in journalism, the socio-material conditions
of journalistic work, and power relations within the journalistic field, examining
how these shape journalistic epistemic practices.
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Andreas A. Riedl (2024): Nachrichtenqualitit als journalistischer Prozess.
Demokratietheoretisch fundierte Performanz zwischen Wollen, Sollen und

Konnen. [News quality as a journalistic process. Democratically grounded
performance between willingness, obligation, and ability]. Cologne: Herbert
von Halem Verlag, 464 pages, 42 euros

Reviewed by Tanjev Schultz

Measuring the quality of journalistic work is challenging. What counts as qual-
ity depends on fundamental notions regarding the role of journalism in society.
That it is important for democracy may be obvious — but to what extent exactly?
The task is further complicated by the variety of models in democratic theory
that emphasize different aspects.

Fortunately, Andreas A. Riedl did not let this deter him. His dissertation,
accepted at Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich in 2023, is a study well
worth reading that has been honored with two awards. The book is theoretically
original, methodologically rigorous, and empirically rich. It takes three models
of democracy as its starting point: the representative, the deliberative, and the
participatory models. From each of these, Riedl derives specific requirements for
the quality of news coverage.

While the representative model emphasizes impartiality, the deliberative
model focuses on a discursive quality of reporting, and the participatory model
on an empowering one. Using content analysis, Riedl not only measures the
extent to which the media meet these standards; his sample comprises newspa-
per articles and broadcast news from Austria. He also examines potential influ-
encing factors that may explain the findings, distinguishing between »want-
ing,« »should,« and »being able« — such as perceptions of journalistic roles,
legal and media-ethical norms, and editorial leeway in terms of autonomy and
resources. The research design is carefully conceived and expertly implemented.
In addition to the systematic content analysis, the author utilizes a quantitative
and a qualitative survey of journalists.

The degree of variance explained is not particularly high, but many indi-
vidual findings are nevertheless revealing: According to the study, journalism
in Austria exhibits a high level of impartiality; the public broadcaster ORF, in
particular, produces many news reports without value judgments. The political
attitudes of media professionals are not a significant factor, whereas their role
conceptions certainly are.

The deliberative model is less fully realized in Austrian journalism. In gen-
eral, there is »a low level of discursivity« (p. 271). Thus, justifications rarely
appear in reports. Discursive elements are most likely to be found in national
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newspapers such as Der Standard. A rather skeptical view of the audience is prev-
alent in newsrooms, which inhibits discursive reporting. »The more strongly
journalists perceive the influence of audience expectations, the less discursive
their reporting becomes« (p. 279). Many may underestimate their audience by
assuming it is superficial.

For the participatory model, Riedl examined the proportion of constructive
forms of emotional appeal (which he terms »activating«). Only 39 percent of the
articles contained such emotional elements, and they were least prevalent in
public broadcasting. Tabloid media contain more emotional content. However, in
general, it is »subject to the primacy of an attention economy« (p. 314) and is used
to increase reach. Accordingly, it can only partially fulfill the idealistic claims of
participatory theory.

In conclusion, Riedl highlights the media policy relevance of the findings.
In Austria, public broadcasting serves as the backbone of democracy in both its
representative and deliberative forms. It is therefore essential to preserve and
promote it.

The dissertation could inspire further comparative or topic-specific studies.
However, Riedl’s book also has weaknesses. The delineation of democratic mod-
els and the derivation and operationalization of quality characteristics could be
discussed at greater length. For instance, it is striking that the journalistic for-
mats were categorized in a rather simplistic manner, and by speaking of »news
quality,« Riedl hardly does justice to the significance of subjective as well as
analysis- and opinion-oriented forms in journalism. When it comes to discursive
qualities, in addition to traditional commentary journalism, debate columns
and magazine journalism — with their mix of information, analysis, and opin-
ions — play an important role. In this regard, the book lacks nuance, however
insightful it may be overall.

About the Reviewer

Tanjev Schultz is a professor of journalism at Johannes Gutenberg University in
Mainz, Germany. He is one of the editors of Journalistik/Journalism Research.
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