Europe Arrives Late and is Always Eclipsed by the European Union…

An overview of national media studies on Europe in the post war period
Media Studies in most European countries were neither generally interested in the idea of Europe nor in issues of European importance until the late 1980s. This is one of the main findings of a recent comparative meta-study of media studies covering thirteen European countries. The study was conducted by a consortium of nine research centres and universities from both western and central Eastern Europe and has been funded by the European Commission.

In a comparative report that has just appeared, Michal Krzyzanowski and Ruth Wodak from Lancaster University, UK state that European issues became important in media studies only after the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989 and in relation to the ever enlarging and deepening European Union. Thus, any ideas or conceptions of Europe as a geographical or historical entity or as a distinct culture were in reality overshadowed by reports and debates on the European Union. 

This was the case in Austria, Britain, Germany (both East and West until 1989), Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Serbia (and former Yugoslavia), Slovenia, Spain, and Sweden. The only exception to the rule was France: Europe was at the heart of French media studies since the 1950s.

Interest in European issues and events increased as the countries became progressively more involved in the EU integration process. EU membership gradually replaced Cold War concerns with European security. Peace, democracy, justice and prosperity remained important buzzwords in media debates throughout the post war period.

'Media debates on Europe were triggered by important events' writes Michal Krzyzanowski. 'However it must be borne in mind that those debates referred to nationally specific events, not to events that we would define today as pan-European, such as the 1968 protest movement in Paris and Prague'.

Media studies on European issues or on European values are largely absent from the countries whose (western) 'Europeanness' is taken for granted such as Austria, Britain, Germany, Sweden or Italy. French exceptionalism however is once again confirmed: debates on European issues and values thrive in the French 'heart' of the continent. Debates on what Europe is or what it stands for were also prominent in the national media of Central Eastern European countries such as Poland or Slovenia, who reclaimed their 'belonging to Europe' after 1989.

The study concludes that there is always a national filter applied on media studies: Europe is important only when it matters for national developments. As Malmborg and Stråth (2001: 6) put it: 'Europe has only existed as an invention of states'. 
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