H-Net Revie

in the Humanities & Socic

Hermann Kurthen, Antonio V. MenA®ndez-AlarcA>n, Stefan Immerfall, eds.
Safeguarding German-American Relations in the New Century: Understanding and Ac-
cepting Mutual Differences. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2006. 277 pp. $68.00 (paper),

ISBN 978-0-7391-1599-2.

Safeguarding
Crerman-American
Roelations in the
MNew Cent

i b
WGTPTING MR,
WM ELT

st s

Reviewed by Luke A. Nichter (Texas A&M University-Central Texas)

Published on H-German (July, 2007)

Re-Addressing Transatlantic Relations in the Post-9/11 Period

Renewed attempts have been made since Septem-
ber 11, 2001, to appraise the state of transatlantic re-
lations. Scholars such as Robert Kagan, Jeremy Rifkin,
and Timothy Garton Ash have sought to determine ex-
actly where “Old Europe” ends and “New Europe” begins,
and whether anything in the United States-Europe rela-
tionship is with salvaging. Some more critical thinkers,
including John J. Miller and Mark Molesky, have ques-
tioned whether the very idea of an alliance with Europe is
natural in the first place, bringing us back to Lord Palmer-
ston’s nineteenth century axiom that nations have no
permanent allies, only permanent interests.

This volume, edited by a trio of sociologists, con-
tains twelve contributions from across the social sciences
and seeks to identify disagreements and opportunities for
the future of German-American relations. These essays
are split evenly between two sections entitled “Transat-
lantic Relations” and “Transatlantic Comparisons.” They
originated in a conference hosted jointly by the German
Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), Butler University,
Grand Valley State University, and the PAadagogische
Hochschule SchwAsobisch GmA%nd. The contributors’

point of departure is clear: following the end of the Cold
War, “the rationale for the transatlantic political and mil-
itary alliance between both nations has changed” (p. 3).
Although Germany and the United States have many
similarities—including a federal structure and economies
based on free trade and foreign investment-they also
have great differences.

In the first group of essays, Konrad Jarausch argues
that in the debate over the merits of using hard versus
soft power, culture is often left out of the equation. Ja-
rausch defines culture as “diverging attitudes about the
political role of religion, the admissibility of violence, the
respect for international law, the need for environmen-
tal protection, the importance of social welfare, or the
legitimacy of war” (p. 11). For Jarausch, differences in
culture should be recognized as part of the policymaking
process itself. Cultural factors also predominate in the
contribution by Josef Braml, who claims that the transat-
lantic dissonances resulting from divergent views about
religion most evident in the Second Gulf War and con-
flicts in the Middle East are rooted in society and the in-
stitutional framework of political systems. Furthermore,
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attempts at a precise understanding of these roots are the
most frequent occasion for misunderstandings, particu-
larly with regard to the false estimation of various factors
in American policymaking, such as the so-called “Reli-
gious Right” and domestic political issues more generally.
Such failed attempts further distort Europeans’ attempts
to “understand” the political system of the United States.
This position is echoed in the concluding essay of the vol-
ume, in which Stephen Kalberg looks at the influence of
American religious traditions on American political cul-
ture. Although the author finds this tradition “weakened
and secularized, the ’sect spirit’ in political culture in par-
ticular sets the U.S. apart from its German and European
allies” (p. 15).

A number of contributions from both sections of the
book are focused on problems in the German-American
relationship that arose from the United States’ decision
to declare war on Iraq. In the first section, turning to
the influence of political culture, William Glenn Gray lo-
cates the Second Gulf War in the framework of differ-
ing developments in the more general German willing-
ness to become involved in out-of-area conflicts. During
the Cold War, West Germans were generally supportive
of American interventions in the developing world, but
now;, free of Cold War vulnerabilities, Germany is much
more hesitant to promote foreign policy goals through
intervention. The author argues that Germany is likely
(read “willing”) to return to greater involvement in out-
of-area conflicts in the near future, but such involvement
will depend on whether European and American policy-
makers can agree on what is meant by good governance,
failed states, and nuclear proliferation. Volker Frank dis-
cusses the root causes of disagreement between Germans
and Americans before the outbreak of combat, arguing
that Americans and Germans define “liberalism” differ-
ently. While Americans allegedly view it as an “expan-
sive ideology to legitimize interests of the day that may
legitimize even ’just wars’ to spread ’freedom’ and ’lib-
erty’,” Germans interpret liberalism in the context of Eu-
ropean Enlightenment and through the seismic events of
the first half of the twentieth century “as a demand for a
Kantian ’universal and just peace’” (p. 12). Much of the
reason for the unique American view, the author argues,
is that religion has "always played a more influential role
than in Germany* (p. 91). Also in this section, Stefan Im-
merfall refutes rising anti-Americanism as the explana-
tion for German unwillingness to support the American
decision to go to war with Iraq in 2003. Instead, he sug-
gests that decision for or against war must be seen in a
broader context that reflects the global position of each

country, its statesmen, and “core normative orientations*
(p. 13). Finally, in an essay that questions the significance
of public disagreement of the war, Michael Backfisch ar-
gues that the central issue in German-American dialogue
is economic performance. He notes that at the begin-
ning of the Second Gulf War-at the height of transat-
lantic political tensions—new records were still being set
in both economies in profits from transatlantic trade and
foreign direct investment. Thus, he argues, economic sig-
nals may give us a better indication of the true health of
transatlantic ties even when political signals are conflict-
ing. However, because of the importance of economic
relations, students of the German-American relationship
should be especially sensitive to the economic damage
that political rifts have the potential to cause, including
the recent "Open Skies® agreement and perennial Boeing-
Airbus disputes, as well as serious differences over the
export of arms to China.

Two essays in the second section also treat the mat-
ter of misunderstandings around the Second Gulf War.
Monique Laney uses public opinion about the war in both
countries to show that the two societies perceive war dif-
ferently and vary in their memory and recollections of
past wars, which contributes to the way that the media
report these events. This divergence, she argues, in turn
enhances the transatlantic divide over perceptions about
public opinion and policy. By investigating how the New
York Times (NYT) and the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
(FAZ) “set national agendas for their readers and how
this might affect transatlantic relations” (p. 180), the au-
thor concludes that both papers actually contributed to a
worsening in the public opinion split between Germany
and the United States over the war (p. 182). This wors-
ening was allowed to take place because, Laney argues,
the NYT was guilty, in its coverage of the war, of lack-
ing “information about Germany and specific viewpoints
held in Germany.” And, while the FAZ generally showed
more interest in fostering the relationship between Ger-
many and the United States, it was also guilty for distanc-
ing itself from the “war-related suffering of Americans”,
and through its use of stereotypes about American for-
eign policy (p. 181). Connecting to Laney’s point, Gary
Anderson argues that war memory is partly to blame for
contemporary misunderstandings between Germany and
the United States. He asserts that proud collective Amer-
ican memories after the Second World War stand in stark
contrast to the generally more negative and guilt-ridden
war remembrance in Germany. The author concludes
that reconciliation will be possible only if the stereotypes
about each country-the U.S. as “liberator” and “good”
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and Germany as “perpetrator” and “victim”-recede over
time.

Heading the second section of essays, Regina Werum
and Tomeka Davis trace the adoption of different ap-
proaches to domestic educational reforms in the United
States and Germany. Although both countries per-
formed poorly on the PISA (Program for International
Student Assessment) multi-national educational compe-
tency study between 2000 and 2004, the authors argue
that Germany looked to the best practices of other na-
tions as a way to improve its educational performance,
while the American approach to reform showed little
interest in the success of other nations and instead fo-
cused potential overhauls on getting its schools to com-
pete against each other more efficiently. The authors at-
tribute this tendency as a further indicator of American
exceptionalism.

Barbara Schmitter Heisler argues that looking at the
methods researchers in both countries study immigration
policy reveals that “researchers have been informed by
different conceptions about the 'nature’ of their respec-
tive societies, in particular the role of the state, civil soci-
ety, and the relationship between them” (p. 13). Through
this example, she argues that for a true dialogue between
countries to be possible, each must overcome its per-
ception of unique essentialist attributes. Germans must
abandon the idea that “nationhood, citizenship, and be-
longing in Germany [is] fundamentally different” from
other European nations, such as France (p. 156); Amer-
icans must reconsider how immigration and the behav-
ior of immigrants are measured—and must acknowledge
that the current models, developed in the 1970s, are out
of touch with the current condition of the labor market
and the welfare state, thus leading to distorted policies
that draw upon “the different emphases [Americans] put
on a greater equalization of life-chances between immi-

grants and native populations and the policies they put
in place toward these goals” (p. 160).

In a timely essay, Tom Clark discusses the reasons for
Michael Moore’s great success in Germany and argues
that he helps confirm German stereotypes regarding the
worst attributes of the United States. He also notes that
this phenomenon represents a way for many Germans
to come to terms with their nation’s international role.
Their negative image of the United States affirms their
own positive German-European national identity as well
as deflecting attention from recent distracting domestic
challenges related to the German economy and welfare
reforms. Meanwhile, Moore offers up the United States
as a counterexample of an ideal modern state. Interest-
ingly, Clark concludes that “Moore also serves as a rep-
resentative of positive American qualities of egalitarian-
ism, democracy, activism and civic courage that Germans
are failing to show in a period of domestic and global
crises” (p. 223).

What his rich set of essays does best is to present
fresh and provocative perspectives on well-known-
but often not well-understood—problems in German-
American relations. A few distractions are found on the
way, including an unusual organization of the appara-
tus and haphazard placement of some tables and charts.
Readers may not agree with all of the generalizations in-
cluded in the essays, particularly optimistic statements
that suggest that Europe has its racial problems under
better control than the United States does. The editors
may also overstate the extent to which this collection
asks “new” questions, since the authors research mat-
ters similar to those treated for decades by scholars of
transatlantic relations. Nonetheless, the volume contin-
ues the worthy tradition of the struggle with the German-
American relationship, an activity that is just as crucial
in times of crisis as in times of consensus.
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