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Nachhaltige Erinnerung
Wie Journalismus die Aufmerksambkeit fur vergangene
Katastrophen wach halt

Stefanie Triimper & Irene Neverla

Abstract: This article explores how much attention journalism dedicates to past disasters
in the present media coverage and asks to which extent journalism refers to present and
future developments and concerns while reporting the past. Following concepts of time
sociology and sociology of knowledge, we suggest overcoming the common assumption
that memory belongs to the past and thus is not in line with the highly news- and event-
driven journalistic production process. By introducing the concept of sustainable memory,
which covers a temporal and a thematic dimension, we therefore regard memory as a pro-
cess in the present and regard future (and not past) as the epistemological perspective on
memory. These considerations shall contribute to challenge the inherent contradiction of
the news-value topicality as a code in journalism, on the one hand, and memory as its sup-
posed adversary on the other hand. We present selected findings from a comparative quan-
titative content analysis dealing with the current media attention for two past storm surge
disasters, which happened in the Netherlands in 1953 and in Germany in 1962 (n=2.799).
The results show that the journalistic memory of these past events is temporally and the-
matically sustainable. Altogether, the theoretical considerations and empirical findings
should contribute to a better integration of memory as a self-evident category in journal-
ism research.

Keywords: Sustainable memory, Journalism research, Mediated memory, Time sociology,
Topicality, Prospective memory, Disasters, Content analysis, Issue attention

Zusammenfassung: Der vorliegende Artikel befasst sich mit der Frage, wie viel Aufmerk-
samkeit Journalismus vergangenen Katastrophen im Kontext der gegenwirtigen Medien-
berichterstattung schenkt und bis zu welchem Grade bei der Darstellung von Vergangen-
heit auch gegenwirtige und zukiinftige Entwicklungen und Bedenken thematisiert werden.
Ausgehend von bestehenden Konzepten innerhalb der Zeit- und Wissenssoziologie geht es
auf theoretischer Ebene darum, die giangige Annahme zu hinterfragen, dass Erinnerung
funktional ausschlieflich etwas mit Vergangenheit zu tun hat und daher im Grunde nicht
in Einklang gebracht werden kann mit einem Journalismus, der in Bezug auf die Berichter-
stattung neuigkeits- und ereignisorientiert ist. Mit dem Konzept nachhaltige Erinnerung,
das eine zeitliche und eine thematische Dimension umfasst, wird Erinnerung daher als ein
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Prozess in der Gegenwart betrachtet und dariiber hinaus Zukunft (und nicht Vergangen-
heit) als erkenntnistheoretischer Bezugspunkt fiir Erinnerung angenommen. Diese konzep-
tionellen Uberlegungen sollen dazu beitragen den inhirenten Gegensatz zwischen Aktuali-
tdt als dem zentralen Selektionskriterium im Journalismus und Erinnerung als bisweilen
unterstelltes Gegenteil von Aktualitdt kritisch zu hinterfragen. Von diesen theoretischen
Uberlegungen ausgehend, werden ausgewihlte Ergebnisse einer vergleichenden, quantitati-
ven Inhaltsanalyse prasentiert. Im Zentrum der Analyse steht die aktuelle Medienaufmerk-
samkeit fiir zwei vergangene Sturmflutkatastrophen, die sich 1953 in den Niederlanden
und 1962 in Deutschland ereignet haben (n=2 799). Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass die journa-
listische Erinnerung an diese zwei Katastrophen zeitlich und thematisch nachhaltig ist.
Insgesamt sollen die theoretischen Uberlegungen und empirischen Ergebnisse einen Beitrag
leisten, Erinnerung als Kategorie innerhalb der Journalismusforschung stirker zu veran-
kern.

Schlagworter: Nachhaltige Erinnerung, Journalismusforschung, Mediale Erinnerung,
Zeitsoziologie, Aktualitat, Prospektive Erinnerung, Katastrophen, Inhaltsanalyse, Issue At-
tention

1. Introduction

Journalism stands for the news of today. This is the basic assumption, which most
of the journalists and their audience would agree with. Also journalism theories
underline that journalism as a social system or field in society focuses on current
issues, on the news of today and not on that from yesterday (Arnold, Homberg,
& Kinnebrock, 2010, p. 7; Harcup, 2009, pp. 39-42; Deuze, 2009, p. 22; Edy,
1999, p. 74). The basic argument — at least from a functionalist perspective — is
that topicality (German term: Aktualitit) as a central selection criterion or rather
code in journalism is clearly in line with the function of journalism, which is to
establish society’s self-monitoring and synchronisation (Meier, 2007, pp. 29-31).
However, in the wider field of media and communication research as well as
journalism research, the focus has shifted to the fact that media and journalism
also play an important role in terms of memory production. Several scholars have
stressed that mass media are generators and transformers of memory (Reinhardt
& Jackel, 2005, pp. 96-101) and that journalists are agents of memory (Edy,
1999; Zelizer, 2008). Moreover, a wide range of analyses on various topics could
prove that three major memory occasions or stable memory patterns exist how
journalists report the past: anniversaries, historical analogies, and historical con-
textualisation (Zelizer, 1992; Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2002; Zelizer, 2004; Edy &
Daradanova, 2006; Robinson, 2009; Donk & Herbers, 2010; Harro-Loit &
Koresaar, 2010). Despite this basic consensus, one can state that the relation of
media, journalism and (collective) memory and how to grasp it conceptually and
empirically has not yet been fully clarified (Donk, 2009, p. 13; Zelizer, 2008, p.
85; Donk & Herbers, 2010, p. 195). In fact, apart from a small niche in Anglo-
Saxon and European academia, memory, as an object of research, has not yet
found its place and legitimacy in media and communication research and journal-
ism theory. According to Carolyn Kitch (2008), we should gain a better under-
standing “that journalism works within (not apart from) other cultural memory
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forms, and that it constructs memory not just with regard to discrete events, but
across time and place and types of journalism” (p. 312).

The aim of this article is to contribute to the research field of media, journal-
ism and memory. Following the concepts of memory used in time sociology and
sociology of knowledge, we will first outline and discuss the temporal implica-
tions and functions of memory in terms of past, present and future, with a focus
on the temporal relation to future. Against this background, the main contribu-
tion is to introduce the term sustainable memory and its two dimensions. The
overall temporal dimension implies that memory from an epistemological point
of view is an ongoing process, whereas the thematic dimension points to memory
as a process, in which social knowledge and learning processes deriving from past
experience are being reflected in light of present and future circumstances.

These considerations will be transferred to journalism and challenge the ques-
tion of topicality and its dimensions more accurately. Using the concept of sec-
ondary topicality, we will reflect the state of research on how journalism covers
the past and discuss how time and temporality can serve as adequate variables to
connect journalism and memory.

Following these considerations, we will outline our empirical case study on the
question of journalistic attention for past disasters. In a first step, we will intro-
duce the research objects, which are two past storm surge disasters in the Nether-
lands (1953) and in Germany (1962). Next, we will explain why disasters can be
regarded as suitable research objects for mediated and journalistic memory. Then
we will present selected findings from the comparative quantitative content analy-
sis, which focuses on the two central dimensions of sustainable memory. This anal-
ysis shows that there is a constant and long-lasting memory of past disasters in the
media coverage. Furthermore it will show how and to what extent journalism re-
flects and embeds past disasters in light of past, present and future circumstances.

The findings of this article suggest a template for placing more emphasis on
memory as a central category in journalism research. Beyond the specific case of
the two past disasters, this study offers an opportunity to reconsider how and to
what extent memory in journalism can be regarded as an ongoing component in
the news production process.

2. The Temporality of Memory: Connecting Past, Present and Future in
‘Sustainable Memory’

In many cases research on memory has a specific bias to the past and is mainly
focused on memory understood as a retrospective form and practice. Nonethe-
less, we refer to approaches, which imply and focus on the concept of prospective
memory (Lang & Lang, 1989; Adam, 2004, p. 297; Welzer, 2010a, 2010b;
Schmidt, 2010, p. 22; Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2011). Memory is not only a con-
tinuous process that takes place in the present, (re)constructing the past, but also
a process that includes the illustration of the future. This is what we call the ‘pro-
spective turn’ in memory studies. It arises in recent publications but can be traced
back to older concepts in time sociology and sociology of knowledge as well.
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2.1 ‘Prospective turn’ in memory studies

The German social psychologist Harald Welzer claims to broaden the perspective
and to take the future rather than the past as the epistemological perspective on
memory (Welzer, 2010a, p. 8; Welzer, 2010b, pp. 22-23). Prospective memory,
from his point of view, serves as an orientation in the present to make decisions
and establish future actions. With a specific focus on media and journalism, Keren
Tenenboim-Weinblatt (2011) has also stated that scholars on collective memory
and the media have tended to focus on retrospective memory. She advocates a
better incorporation of prospective memory into media studies and the role of
journalism as an agent of prospective memory (pp. 213-214).

These claims for a present- and future-oriented view on memory and its func-
tions are clearly in line with perspectives on memory deriving from the sociology
of time and sociology of knowledge.! Notably, the sociologist Norbert Elias has
emphasised the social meaning of memory as well as the constructive character of
the past for the present and the future. According to him, humans have the ability
to remember past incidents and combine or rather synthesise them with incidents
that (a) have happened over the course of time and (b) which are happening right
now (Elias, 1984, p. 46). Basically Elias defines time as a social symbol and a me-
dium of orientation within the process of civilisation. Individuals have the ability
to mentally associate objects that happened at various points in time. Thus, they
can transfer past experience from one generation to the next. This ability enlarges
people’s orientation in the present and enables them to take decisions that refer to
the future (Elias, 1984, pp. 1-2).

Other sociologists have also stressed the temporal links between past, present
and future regarding questions of subjective consciousness, behaviour, actions
and the construction of meaning. With reference to the phenomenology of tempo-
rality by the philosopher Edmund Husserl, which covers the distinction amongst
retention, protention and imagined futures (Bernet & Lohmar, 2001, pp. 3-11),
Alfred Schutz (1976) has outlined the concept of anticipated retrospectives (pp.
277-293).2 This concept assumes that whenever current situations require ac-
tions, individuals can revert to a continuous and collective stock of knowledge
deriving from past experience or events. Hence, they are able to anticipate future
situations (Schutz, 1962, pp. 68-72). These anticipated retrospectives — also called
continuous memory and learning — are not bound to events per se since it is al-
ways uncertain whether they will happen or not. Rather, the (daily) pragmatic
exposure to possible future events and the question of how to handle them, con-
stitute patterns of expectation and stocks of knowledge. This enables the antici-
pation of knowledge on a persistent basis (Schutz, 1976, pp. 281-291). Similar to

1 Beyond the sociology of time and of knowledge, social psychology discusses the idea of reflecting
the temporal interplay of past, present and future in general and with regard to memory and its
functions. One central scholar, who outlined this issue quite early, is George Herbert Mead. For a
comprehensive overview of Mead’s perspective on time and temporality, see Flathery & Fine
(2001).

2 The spelling for the Austrian-born American sociologist is Schiitz. Here, we use the English spell-
ing Schutz without the Umlaut (1).
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Schutz, Barbara Adam and Helga Nowotny have proposed arguments to what
extent the past can provide knowledge to address and solve today’s crises or di-
lemmas (e.g. the potential outcomes of nuclear power, genetic modification of
food). Both scholars suggest considering memory as aids to better encompass
long-term future developments in our contemporary concerns (Adam, 2004,
pp- 312-314; Nowotny, 2008, pp. 103-117). Finally, Elzbieta Hatas (2010) pro-
vides a concept of memory, understood as a triangle of past, present and future.
She discusses the relationship between time, history and memory regarding the
reflexivity of knowledge about the past and orientation towards the future from a
cultural perspective. She uses the topic of cultural memory and collective trauma
as an example and emphasises the temporality of memory, which is not limited to
the past but also encompasses the future. In contrast to the distinction of cultural
and communicative memory proposed by Jan Assmann (1995), Hatas connects
these two memory forms and grasps memory as communicative acts, which trans-
mit “reflexive knowledge about the past from the perspective of a future present”
(Hatas, 2010, p. 313).

2.2 The concept of sustainable memory

To bring together these various reflections on the temporal extension of memory
to the present and the future, this paper proposes the concept of sustainable
memory. This term is rarely used in everyday speech and is not yet elaborated and
spread in scientific contexts. Recently, it has appeared in the context of education
and knowledge institutions like museums and within discussions on ecological
developments and environmental changes (Jordan & Hettner, 2011; Paardekoo-
per & Pres, 2011).3

In shaping the principle of sustainable memory and implementing it into jour-
nalism, some clarifications on the meaning of the term ‘sustainable’ are necessary.
This paper does not use this term in a normative sense like most scholars from
sustainability science, who regard sustainability as a primary positive general
principle for the long-term maintenance of responsibility. Thus, sustainability
science is mainly solution-oriented and makes claims and recommendations for
changing societal ways of life and attitudes. Furthermore, it cultivates close inter-
actions with stakeholders (Ekardt, 2011; Stappen, 2008; Kates et al., 2001). Our
aim is not to clarify the role or responsibility of journalism as a social system
within the sustainability discourse on a normative basis. Rather, we assume, simi-
lar to what Katrin Bosnjak (2009) has already outlined, that journalism is not a

3 The idea of sustainable memory also appears in the context of media coverage on recent disasters
like the tsunami, which lead to a nuclear disaster in Japan in March 2011. We found one article in
The New York Times, which deals with the question of why people still live in endangered areas
and forget the warnings from their ancestors, who wrote in stone not to build below specific
points at the coastal area because of the tsunami hazard and thus exposing themselves to risk
(Fackler, 2011). Furthermore, we came across one interdisciplinary research project, which is
called “Sustainable Flood Memories™ at the University of Gloucestershire, dealing with the over-
arching question, whether remembering previous floods makes communities more resilient to fu-
ture floods (McEwen, Krause, & Garde-Hansen, 2012).
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social system to cover topics and issues holistically or to offer solution strategies;
both are criteria for communicating sustainability or topics that deal with the
complex matter of sustainability. In particular because of the underlying principle
of topicality, speed as well as the shortage of time in daily business, journalism is
not made for communicating sustainability (see also Dernbach, 2007).

In our research on journalism and memory, we use the term sustainable in its
literal sense. The concept of sustainable memory implies the question to which
extent past events or issues gain continuous attention and to which extent they
are embedded in a wider present- and future-focused context.

To follow up on this idea and transfer it to journalism, this paper suggests that
sustainable memory through journalism can be defined as an ongoing process of
present media coverage with references to a past event over a defined period. The
processing of sustainable memory is regarded as a functional component of jour-
nalistic practices and routines.

The aspect of an ongoing process implies that we regard memory in the media
coverage as a continuous process and therefore reporting past events is not limit-
ed to certain occasions or time units. Concerning the aspect of a defined period,
we have to regard several dependencies. First, we have to reflect on the coherence
of temporal distances between the point in time when the event took place and
what we consider the ‘present’ media coverage (point . evene = POINE (oo
media coverage)- Furthermore the course of the event (e.g. duration, impact, scope)
has to be considered while defining these temporal distances.

Second, we have to keep the dialectic relationship between memory and obliv-
ion in mind while defining the period. Referring to this, memory can be regarded
as a selection process in which a respective subject or system (here: journalism)
decides which past events or issues receive attention and which events or issues
are not being remembered. The question is now how long the memory of a cer-
tain event or issue exists. There are some remarks on the duration of individual
and collective memory by Maurice Halbwachs (1985) and Jan Assmann (1992).
Both scholars state that the duration of memory depends on generations and gen-
erational changes, which — according to Assmann — take place after 80 to 100
years. In this time horizon people from up to four generations can directly ex-
change experience as well as narrations about the past through communication.
Memories, which exist longer, e.g. over centuries or millenniums, are part of the
so-called cultural memory (Lutz-Auras, 2013, pp. 55-59).4

Up to now there is no empirical evidence whether these logics of the duration
of memory as well as the relationship between memory and oblivion are also
valid for the memory in and through journalism. Likewise, there is no empirical
evidence, allowing the establishment of a rule for temporal distances between a
past event or issue and its presence in current media coverage.

4 Based on the idea by Halbwachs (1985) on collective memory, Assmann has divided the term col-
lective memory into two memory-frames, the communicative memory (depended on personal ex-
perience and narrations) and the cultural memory (objective and specialized interpretations of a
distant past) (Assmann, 19935, pp. 126-133; Assmann, 1992, p. 56). However, it has to be noted
that this division and especially the lack of explicitness in defining the central terms (e.g. culture
and memory) meanwhile is arguable.
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Apart from that and based on our theoretical explanations so far, we can ana-
lytically distinguish two dimensions of sustainable memory through journalism.

Firstly, sustainable memory has a formal temporal dimension, which means
that memory is a process, in which a past event gains continuous attention in the
present media coverage over the course of time. Secondly, sustainable memory
has a thematic dimension, based on the fact that memory references are always
embedded into specific issues or thematic fields. This means that journalism
frames the past either with a more past-centred, a more present-centred or a more
future-centred perspective. Both, the degree of issue-attention for past events and
the temporal and thematic level of framing the past, allows us to evaluate the de-
gree of sustainable memory through journalism. To put it in a nutshell: The tem-
poral dimension shows, whether journalism covers a past event over the course of
time while the thematic dimension shows how the past event is embedded in the-
matic fields.

Having clarified the basic concept of sustainable memory, this paper now takes
a step back to journalism and memory, at first, more theoretically and then, by
outlining the state of empirical research in this field.

3. The Construction of Memory in and through Journalism
3.1 Journalism and its preferences for the ‘news of today’

We challenge the tacit assumption that topicality — understood as the coverage of
news and novelty — is one of the core news values in journalism. Several scholars,
especially with reference to system theory, define journalism as a social system,
which is specialised in topics that are new, factual, and socially relevant (Harcup,
2009, pp. 3-7; Meier, 2007, p. 13; Scholl & Weischenberg, 1998, p. 78). In this
sense, topicality is regarded as one central code for journalism or rather as a se-
lection criterion within the journalistic news production process (Meier, 2007,
p. 29).5

Topicality has at least three dimensions: factual, temporal and social (Merten,
1973). The factual dimension means that issues are labelled as new and unex-
pected. The temporal dimension implies that journalism produces presence and
synchronises society. Thus, people are able to share the same knowledge almost
simultaneously. The social dimension comprehends that people expect a specific
cognitive usage of journalism. Hence, one can regard it as an early warning sys-
tem that helps people or other social systems to orientate themselves and solve
problems.

If one takes a closer look at the topicality beyond these chronometric aspects,
it is evident that topicality does not only refer to new or current issues or syn-
chronism (Neverla & Lohner, 2012). Topicality has a manifest dimension on the
one hand and a latent dimension on the other. Whilst the first means topics of the

5 Journalism operates according to a wide range of so-called codes (e.g. information vs. no informa-
tion; public vs. not public). However, newsworthy versus not newsworthy is one of the most
popular codes used to describe according to which logic the journalistic system operates.
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immediate present (e.g. elections, scandals and disasters), the latter implies bigger
recurring thematic fields (e.g. Europeanization, environmental changes or destruc-
tion, unemployment or national finances) (Rager, 1994, pp. 196-197; Haas, 1999,
pp. 321-322). Similarly one can distinguish between primary and secondary topi-
cality (Hagemann, 1966, pp. 42-47; Koschwitz, 1990). Primary topicality is simi-
lar to the manifest dimension and means that very small temporal gaps exist be-
tween events and the journalistic coverage. Thus, simultaneity is created.
Secondary topicality is similar to the latent dimension; it means that journalists
relate past and future to the present, which shows that both the past and the fu-
ture can become newsworthy. The idea of primary topicality implies that events
are single entities with seemingly clear-cut contours. However, the idea of second-
ary topicality reveals that this singularity is not genuine, but rather constructed.

Taking these considerations into account, this paper argues that media and
journalism are social time disposers and that journalism follows constructive
principles whilst creating topicality (Neverla, 2010a, 2010b; Harro-Loit &
Koresaar, 2010; Beck, 1994). Beyond these theoretical assumptions, one can per-
ceive and even measure a wide range of time references in the journalistic cover-
age and how journalism refers to past, present and future (Bentele, 1992; Bell,
1998). This allows us to theorise and analyse the different time horizons in jour-
nalistic coverage and support the assumption that memory in journalism not only
refers to past issues, but rather comprises the embedding of past as well as future
into the present in media coverage.

Following Otto Groth (1960), one can summarise that what is called present is
not chronometric and fixed, but rather extended and ambivalent (p. 183). In par-
ticular, the existence of latent or secondary topicality shows that journalism is not
only a producer of presence, but also a connector of past, present and future.
Thus, we suggest that the elements of time and temporality are adequate variables
to connect journalism and memory on a level that transcends memory, under-
stood as pure narrations of the past.

3.2 Media and journalism as sources and producers of memory

Media and journalism, as stressed, are significant for covering current events and
issues. However, they also play an important role within the long-term process of
sharing and shaping the memory of key events, raising awareness of permanent
and latent themes, or rather threats and problems (e.g. emerging disasters, poten-
tial impact of climate change, terrorism). The significance of media and journal-
ism in the process of social memory constructions becomes evident when one
considers that societies gain access to most contemporary historical events and
processes mainly through mass media and public communication (Wilke, 1999, p.
24; Kitch, 2008, pp. 311-312). Regarding social memory production and con-
struction, media and mass communication can be regarded as “generators” and
“transformers” of memory (Reinhardt & Jackel, 2005, pp. 96-97) and they have
at least three functions and meanings: (1) Media enable social memory (memory
through media), (2) Media products are memory products (media as memory),
(3) Memory is a topic of mass media (memory in the media).

10 SCM, 2. Jg., 1/2013
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To understand the significance of memory in and through media and journal-
ism, especially in conjunction with memory conceptions detached from a past-
centred perspective, one has to keep in mind that every act of remembrance is a
process in the present (Welzer, 2010a, p. 8; Zierold, 2006, pp. 43-48 & pp. 149-
153). Martin Zierold (2006) has developed a model of so-called memory careers,
which helps to explain how relevance is ascribed to past events. This model en-
compasses four types of memory careers that a past event can make, depending
on how much impact and social relevance the event had in the past (pp. 152-
153): (1) a past event gains continuous relevance, (2) a past event is forgotten
because of missing relevance, (3) a past event is re-discovered and gains relevance,
(4) a past event is not remembered at all.

These memory careers can be adapted to the logics of journalism, because of
the implicit connection to news values. Especially the news value continuity is in
line with the abovementioned memory careers one and three. Furthermore the
assumption, that the impact and social relevance of a past event determines the
current attention, follows the logic of the news values meaningfulness, negativity
and proximity (Staab, 1990, p. 59; Harcup, 2009, pp. 39-40).

3.3 State of research on journalism covering ‘the past’

Studies on journalism and memory reveal a wide range of — in many cases — inter-
twining fields and topics, how the interplay of memory, media and journalism can
be investigated.

We can find for example studies on the interrelations of mediated memory and
national identity building (Kitch, 2002, 2005; Harro-Loit & Koresaar, 2010), on
the interrelations of memory and journalistic professional identity building (Mey-
ers, 2002, 2007; Kitch, 2002), on the specifics of anniversary news (Harro-Loit &
Koresaar, 2010; Edy, 1999) as well as on the anniversaries or commemorations of
(mainly negative) past events (disasters, civil disorders, attacks, political event,
etc.) (Robinson, 2009; Donk & Herbers, 2010; Schudson, 1992; Zelizer, 1992).

However, due to the focus of our study we limit our literature review to those
studies that specially cover (1) the occasions when past events are remembered in
the media, (2) the question of temporality of journalistic memory and (3) the
journalistic memory of past disasters.

Concerning the question of memory occasions Jill Edy (1999) has studied the
mediated collective memory of the Watts Riots in 1965 in Los Angeles by analyz-
ing references to this controversial event in the New York Times (1980-1992) and
the Los Angeles Times (1985-1992). Based on that, Edy developed a typology of
how journalists use the past. This typology contains three memory patterns: first
commemorations as either event-oriented and ritualized forms of narrating the
past (e.g. anniversaries) or by chance commemorations (e.g. obituary), second
historical analogies as a tool to make the past relevant to the present and third
historical contextualisation as a way to explain present circumstances and the
reasons behind certain developments. Other scholars have referred to and tested
this typology theoretically as well as empirically (see also e.g. Kitch, 2002; Donk,
2003; Zelizer, 2008; Donk & Herbers, 2010; Ammann, 2010).

n
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With regard to the temporality of memory Halliki Harro-Loit and Ene Kore-
saar (2010) analysed the different temporal logics within different forms of anni-
versary news in Estonia. They investigated three television news stories and com-
pared the social construction of time in commemorative stories, which refer to
the Estonian nation or nation-building processes. They found a cyclic construc-
tion of national temporality in annual anniversary news (e.g. Tartu Peace Treaty).
Journalism selects facts and episodes and makes little interpretation. Conversely,
infrequent so-called single anniversaries (e.g. inauguration of a monument) in-
volve a non-cyclic construction of national temporality. Journalists evaluate and
contextualise an event historically and form more and complex interrelations
than in annual anniversary news.

Concerning the memory of disasters through journalism — the major object of
our own research — Sue Robinson (2009) analysed the national and local Ameri-
can news coverage (24" August-10th September 2006) about the first anniversary
of Hurricane Katrina. Robinson identified, amongst other aspects, that national
media placed this disaster in the collective memory by referring to the attacks of
9/11. Regional media referred to other hurricanes, which occurred before Katrina
and emphasised the ability and ritual of rebuilding spaces after the destruction
(p. 2438).

André Donk and Martin R. Herbers (2010) performed a content analysis
about the memory of 9/11. They analysed the anniversary reporting of this disas-
ter in the years 2002 to 2008 in German and American quality newspapers (10h-
12th September for each year). Amongst others, the major results show that the
attention for this past disaster has declined during the anniversaries over the
course of time. In addition, the memory is focused geographically on New York
(regionalisation), the actual attacks as well as the elite actors (George W. Bush
and Osama Bin Laden).

In general, one can summarise that anniversary journalism has become a com-
parably popular research subject. One reason is that commemorations follow
fixed, often cyclic intervals or milestone anniversaries (e.g. 15t, 5™ 10th), which are
launched by society and politics. Moreover, they correspond with the media logic
because they are projectable according to the calendar and therefore journalism
can plan stories in advance regarding the story’s agenda (Ammann, 2010, pp.
159-162; Pfaff-Rudiger, Riesmeyer, & Meyen, 2010, p. 116). Likewise, scholars
design their analysis according to these theoretical assumptions (e.g. analysing the
memory coverage around specific dates). However, aside from comprehensible
interest in the so-called time and event-oriented commemorations, there is a rela-
tive understudy of those points in time where one (theoretically) does not expect
that journalism remembers past events because of missing occasions. In this sense,
the focus of our study is on the continuity of journalistic memory in present me-
dia coverage over a coherent period of time — one of the aforementioned criteria
for sustainable memory. Furthermore, the aim is to prove the degree of media at-
tention for past events in order to clarify whether memory of past events is a mi-
nor or constant and established component in media coverage.
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4. A Study of Sustainable Disaster Memory in Journalistic Coverage

To investigate and exemplify whether journalism remembers past events sustain-
ably, we conducted an empirical study with two past disasters in different coun-
tries as the research subjects: the so-called watersnood, which struck the Nether-
lands, mainly the rural region of Zeeland in 1953, and the so-called Sturmflut
which hit the German North Sea coastline in 1962, especially the city of Ham-
burg. We have decided to conduct a comparative case study because systematic
comparative analyses are still rare within the field of memory studies (Welzer,
2010a, pp. 7-8).

We analyze and compare the type and degree of sustainability concerning the
presence and functions of memory in the present media coverage across two dif-
ferent cases. As a case we regard a past event (here: storm surge disaster), which is
spatially bounded to a certain region in a country. Our aim is to test our prelimi-
nary theoretical assumptions on sustainable memory as a journalistic product.
Since we only compare two cases, our aim is not to generalize but rather to gener-
ate further theoretical propositions concerning the concept of sustainable memory.

4.1 Same, same but different?

Concerning the choice of the two cases, we have an adequate combination of
similarities and differences on various levels. In general we can say that the rea-
sons for the two storm surge disasters — understood as natural phenomena — are
similar in both cases, while the course of these events, the aftermaths as well as
the applied solution strategies differ to a certain degree. Also the historical, geo-
graphical and cultural preconditions and context factors, which lead to the ques-
tion of how people live and deal with storm surges or the impact of water, differ
in these two countries.

In general, the two countries are different in terms of their geographical pro-
files. The Netherlands face the exceptional situation that half of the country lies
below sea level. Historically the people have always fought against the sea to re-
claim new or preserve existing land areas. In Germany protection concerning
storm surges and the impact of water from the sea also has a long tradition but
only in the northern parts and especially at the coastal zone of the country.

With regard to the two storm surge disasters in both cases people did not ex-
pect that such a disaster could happen because the last comparable storm surge
disasters before 1953 and 1962 dated back ages.® Given this so-called “disaster
gap” (Pfister, 2009), people felt comparably safe. Hence, their awareness of, or
rather exposure to the risk of possible storm surge disasters and how to prevent
or even handle them, was comparably low. Furthermore, the post-war period had
been a strain on the people and thus coastal protection, especially dike building
and maintenance, was unattended.

6 In the Dutch case, the last storm surge disaster with physical damage and deaths before 1953 oc-
curred in 1570 (All Saints Flood). In the German case, the last severe storm surge, which hit
Hamburg and caused physical damage, occurred in 1855 (New Year’s flood).
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With regard to the aftermath the two events differ. In the case of the 1953
storm surge disaster, which mainly affected the Dutch rural region of Zeeland in
the Southwest, more than 1.800 people died and 100.000 had to be evacuated.
The German 1962 storm surge disaster mainly hit the city of Hamburg, during
which 315 people died and 20.000 had to be evacuated.

After these two storm surge disasters, technological solution strategies were
enabled in both cases, for example, the raising and reinforcement of dikes and the
building of storm surge weirs, even if the degree of expertise was different. The
Netherlands involved the building of the famous Delta Works. This complex con-
struction measurement of dikes and dams made the Dutch quite famous for their
engineering expertise of coastal protection. This way of managing the waterfront
has even become part of the country’s national identity (Bollen, 2009).

Several severe storm surges occurred in both countries after 1953 and 1962.
However, none were comparable to the former disasters in terms of damages and
losses. Thus, the feeling of being resilient or even safe has become manifest. Nev-
ertheless, with the emergence of the topic or problem of climate change, espe-
cially the rising sea level and potential increase of extreme weather events, the
question has arisen to what extent countries or specific regions can be considered
safe in the future. This question is reflected in the broadest sense in different po-
litical and scientific discussions. It also arises in concepts about climate change
adaptation, which refer, for instance, to the years 2050 or 2100 in terms of reali-
sation. Interestingly, the disasters of 1953 and 1962 are also mentioned in these
discussions and concepts, invoking the question of whether a similar event could
happen again in the future (Deltacommissie, 2008, p. 5; Burgerschaft der Freien
und Hansestadt Hamburg, 2012, p. 1; von Storch & Stehr, 2007, p. 38). Moreo-
ver, the Dutch case in particular clearly reveals a kind of re-thinking in terms of
turning away from the so-called technological-oriented strategies like dike, dam
and weir building. Rather, scientists and politicians implement ideas and slogans,
claiming that human beings should treat nature better, not fight against water, but
rather work together with it (Deltacommissie, 2008).

On a more general level and with reference to what this paper has outlined on
the temporality of memory and sustainable memory, these cases show that the
memory of past disasters is interwoven with present concerns and future projec-
tions on different levels. The past traumatic key events are, to a certain degree, an
important point of reference for an imagination of similar possible outcomes, es-
pecially regarding the destructive impact of water in the future and what societies
have learned from the past (Peters & Heinrichs, 2005, pp. 146-147; Bockarjova,
van der Veen, & Geurts, 2009, pp. 8-9).

4.2 Why past disasters are suitable for discovering sustainable memory

Despite the singularity of these two cases, and if one more closely examines the
character of natural disasters, it becomes evident that they are not merely single
events with a start and end point. Rather, disasters, as notably discussed in the
field of historical and sociological disasters research, have a repetitive character.
As the historical disaster researcher Franz Mauelshagen (2007) puts it: “(...) rep-
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etition is likely to become a key term of historical research on disasters. It is the
link between (...) past experiences and models of the future society” (p. 134; see
also Dix & Rohrs, 2007, p. 216). This quote reveals that if one deals with disas-
ters that date back various years, it is necessary to consider the wide range of
sustainable impacts. Impacts are, for instance, destructive elements like mortality
rates or economic damage. However, it also refers to regulative and constructive
elements like the processes of re-building and safety measures, as well as the de-
velopment of experience and knowledge. Furthermore, (cultural) practices like
disaster management display, to a certain degree, how future disaster and possible
impacts can be anticipated (Schenk, 2007, p. 19; Murphy, 2010).

Considering the question of how societies deal with natural disasters, one can
state that there is a historical induced, continuous and complex relationship be-
tween nature and society, or rather culture. Thus, Anthony Oliver-Smith (2002)
refers to the multidimensionality of disasters, especially when concerning the
question of how vulnerable or resilient cultures and societies can be considered in
terms of disaster impacts that occur now or in the future (pp. 25-26). Taking this
into account, so-called natural disasters have to be considered profound social
issues instead of causal or linear impacts by nature. This claim was already made
in the 1980s, especially in the field of social geography, by emphasising to better
use the term “social disaster” rather than “natural disaster” (Hewitt, 1983, p. 5).

These remarks on the social dimension of disasters, in terms of learning and
knowledge, as well as the underlying temporal dimensions of past experience,
present concerns and threats as well as future-oriented anticipation are in line
with the aforementioned functions of sustainable memory. Having said this, the
overarching question of our study is how sustainable journalism re-ports or rath-
er re-members past disasters.

4.3 Research questions and hypothesis

The first aspect of this study encompasses the temporal dimension of sustainable
journalistic memory, which is reflected in the media attention for past events.
Concerning this matter, the study poses the following research questions and hy-
pothesis:

RQ1: How much attention does journalism give to past disasters over the
course of time and is the memory of past disasters in the media — beyond cyclic
commemorations — temporally sustainable?

RQ2: What are the reasons for high degrees of attention over the course of
time?

Due to the logic of memory careers of past events (Zierold, 2006, pp. 152-153),
one can assume that the present media attention for the past disaster is higher in
the Netherlands than in Germany.

Compared to the German storm surge disaster of 1962, the impact of the 1953
Dutch storm surge disaster was more severe in terms of deaths and destruction,
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aftermath, and subsequent adaptation measurements (e.g. the building of the fa-
mous Delta Works). Based on that, the following hypothesis will be tested:

H1: The attention for the past disaster in the Dutch case is higher than in
the German case.

The second aspect of this study encompasses the thematic dimension of sustaina-
ble journalistic memory, assuming that the memory of the past events is embed-
ded into specific issues or thematic fields. Besides, theses issues have temporal
implications or foci ranging from past to future. Concerning this matter, the study
poses the following research questions and hypothesis:

RQ3: To what extent are the past disasters framed with facts and episodes
that refer to the past events?

RQ4: To what extent are the past disasters embedded in a larger context
that points to the present and future circumstances concerning the anticipation of
threats due to the respective environment, other disasters, and climate change?

Journalists are, in most cases, restricted in terms of time for research and editorial
space. Moreover, they consider it their primary task to provide new information
as quickly as possible (Deuze, 2011, p. 22; Weischenberg, Malik, & Scholl, 2006,
pp. 116-119). In contrast, the thematic dimension of sustainable memory requires
these reflexive and interpretative connections between past and future. This ulti-
mately means that journalists have to focus on both the news they have to tell
and the past, which they do not necessarily consider to be part of their compe-
tence (Zelizer, 2008, p. 80). We assume that these underlying circumstances lead
to a stronger fact-based portrait of the past events rather than interpreting and
contextualising them. Therefore, we will test the following hypothesis:

H2: The past disasters are more often framed with facts and episodes deri-
ving from those days and are less embedded in a larger context that points to the
present and future circumstances like the impact of climate change, other disas-
ters as well as the threats and anticipation of threats due to the impact of water.

The specific situation of the Netherlands is — as mentioned above — that half of
the country lies below sea level and is thus comparably vulnerable to flooding (de
Graaf, van Giesen, & van de Ven, 2009, pp. 407-410). This leads to the assump-
tion that the key event of 1953 is referred to as an example of the negative impact
of water. Indeed, the Netherlands did not experience such a disaster again. None-
theless, the country still faces the underlying threat of the impact of water and the
possible impact of climate change, especially due to rising sea level. This leads to
the assumption that the past event is more often embedded in the present and
possible future circumstances than in the German case, which we will test with
the following hypothesis:

H3: In the Dutch case, the past disaster is embedded more often in a larger
context that points to the present and future circumstances regarding the threats
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as well as anticipation of threats due to the impact of water than in the German
case.

4.4 Research Design

We conducted a comparative quantitative content analysis of four German and
four Dutch newspapers. The newspaper sample encompasses national quality
newspapers with different political stances, national popular newspapers as well
as regional newspapers. The selection criterion for the regional newspapers is ge-
ographical proximity to the place or region, in which the past disasters occurred

(see Table 1).7

Table 1: Newspaper sample

Level Netherlands Germany

National / NRC Handelsblad (n=202) Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung

conservative (n=57)

National / liberal De Volkskrant (n=228) Siiddeutsche Zeitung (n=50)

National (popular) | De Telegraaf (n=187) Bild (n=122)

Regional Provinciale Zeeuwsche Courant Hamburger Abendblatt (n=600)
(n=1.353)

Total 1.970 M 829

() Note: The total number of Dutch articles used for coding and analysis differs from the number used
for the average issue attention. For pragmatic reasons, the researchers worked with a random sample
(50% out of the total number of articles) in the case of the regional newspaper PZC. The sample size
for the average issue-attention measurement is n=1.970 and for the analysis n=1.288.

The research period is from January 2000 to March 2012 (complete inventory
count). The reason why we have chosen this period was that we wanted to in-
clude the 50t anniversary of each disaster. In terms of defining a period — as
stated in the definition of sustainable memory above - this milestone anniversary
serves as an indicator that the events date back sufficiently to ask how temporal-
sustainable journalism remembers them. Furthermore, and as a second aspect of
defining a period, we have assumed that the increased media attention for the
topic climate change in the second half of the 2000s might trigger the attention
for the past disasters.

The sample criterion was that every article had to have a reference to the 1953
disaster in the Dutch case or a 1962 reference in the German case. The degree of
detail concerning the memory reference was not decisive. All articles were col-
lected with a full-text search in different electronic databases and the relevance of
each article was manually verified (LexisNexis, Factiva, Digas, SZ Archiv

7 The empirical study is part of the ongoing PhD thesis by Stefanie Triimper within the overarching
research project Sustainable Disaster Memory in Journalism, which is directed by Irene Neverla
(see: https://www.wiso.uni-hamburg.de/professuren/ijk/forschung/forschungsprojekte/starg-nord/).
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LibraryNet, EA.Z. Archiv).? Except for the Dutch regional newspaper Provinciale
Zeeuwsche Courant (PZC), which is only available via LexisNexis from Decem-
ber 2002 onwards, all newspapers could be sampled for the entire period. The
article sample encompasses a total of 2.799 articles.

Beyond the sampling of the articles, we also collected data about the total
number of articles that appeared in each newspaper on a monthly basis over the
course of time.? In doing so, we are able to present the average issue attention for
the past disasters. It is important to keep in mind that each newspaper differs in
terms of its extent (e.g. amount of articles, length). Working with the average is-
sue attention — that is calculating the share of relevant articles in the total number
of articles that appear in the newspaper per month — enables functional equiva-
lence, generally a relevant aspect in comparative research (Esser, 2010, p. 9; Wirth
& Kolb, 2004, pp. 87-114). We therefore refer to the percentage of articles, which
include a reference to the 1953 as well as to the 1962 disaster in relation to the
entire number of articles that appear in the newspaper on a monthly basis.

5. Results
5.1 Different degrees of issue attention for the past disasters [RQ1 and H1]

The first research question and hypothesis one refer to the temporal dimension of
sustainable memory. With the so-called issue attention for the past disasters we
measured and verified to what extent this attention can be regarded as temporally
sustainable. As stated before, the percentage of issue attention for the 1953 and
1962 disasters was measured in relation to the overall reporting of all newspapers
per country and per month over the course of time.

A comparably continuous attention for the two disasters over the course of
time was found in both cases. The average issue attention in the Dutch case is 0.1
per cent and in the German case the past disaster received 0.02 per cent attention
over the course of time. In hypothesis one we have assumed that the attention for
the past disaster is higher in the Dutch case. The direct comparison of the two
cases revealed that the average issue attention in the Dutch case is indeed five
times higher than in the German case (see Fig. 1).

8  Search string: “watersnood! AND 1953!” for the Dutch case and “Sturmflut! AND 1962!” for the
German case.

9 We gathered these data by doing an empty search in the respective databases. Due to economic
reasons (fee-based access to database Digas), we calculated the means for the German newspaper
Bild only per quarter and not per month.
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Figure 1: Average issue attention for the past disasters: NED (1953) and GER (1962)
(Basis: n (Nep) = 19705 N (Geg) = 829)
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Beyond this difference the first research question also aimed at evaluating the de-
gree of attention to the past disasters. The values concerning the issue attention
seem at first glance comparably low. Generally, it is difficult to evaluate what is
much and what is little, especially when one considers the wide range of issues
that are represented in the media every day. However, this paper argues that
measuring the percentage of issue attention regarding the overall reporting may
contribute to a more sophisticated discussion and investigation concerning the
question of journalistic attention for past events as well as for other issues, which
appear in the media coverage. Thus, we have compared our findings with results
from other content analyses, which also measured the issue attention according to
the same procedure.

One content analysis on issue attention for climate change in different coun-
tries revealed that climate change, for instance, in the Netherlands receives 0.47
per cent attention and in Germany 0.42 per cent between 1996 and 2010
(Schifer, Ivanova, & Schmidt, 2012, pp. 126-131). Another content analysis dis-
covered the issue attention for human genome research in Germany, France and
the United States. This issue received 0.06 per cent attention in Germany, 0.08 per
cent in France and 0.1 per cent in the United States between 1997 and 2003 (Ger-
hards & Schifer, 2006, pp. 93-153; Schifer, 2007, p. 88).1% And finally a content
analysis on EU politics on main evening television news in Denmark, France,
Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom measured the share of EU
stories in the entire coverage of the respective TV magazines from February to
December 2000. The results show that the share of EU stories did not exceed four

10 The data of this analysis have been recalculated and related to the overall reporting of the respec-
tive newspapers (Schifer et al., 2012, p. 126).
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per cent in any of the countries, except in Denmark (10%) (Peter, Semetko, & de
Vreese, 2003, pp. 313-314).

With regard to the comparison of our analysis with others, we can conclude
that the attention for these two disasters, which date back between 50 and 60
years, is indeed not as low as other more current issues or rather processes (here:
climate change, human genome research and EU). We take these degrees of atten-
tion as an indicator that the journalistic memory for the two past disasters can be
regarded as sustainable with regard to the temporal dimension.

5.2 Explaining the above average attention for the past disasters [RQ2]

The second research question refers to the development of issue attention over the
course of time and how the above average attention at several points in time can
be explained. Similar to other scholars, we also refer to a certain extent to the
abovementioned memory-typology (Edy, 1999). The marked peaks in the line
chart indicate that we assume that milestone anniversaries and other domestic or
foreign disasters triggered the attention for the past disasters in particular months.
Furthermore we assume that the cultural converting of a past disaster — in our case
a movie — led to an increase of attention for the respective past disaster (see Fig. 1).
We substantiate these assumptions by analyzing the frequencies of main topics in
the articles and the frequencies of the so-called memory-reference functions.

The main topics were coded based on the headline, the sub-title and the first
paragraph of the article and only one main topic per article could be coded. For
topic coding we developed a list of topics, which covers in total 34 broader topic
fields (see Table 2). Additionally, we subdivided each topic field into finer topic-
related aspects. Beyond the conventional topics due to social fields or systems
(e.g. politics, economy, science etc.), we also constructed and included a range of
topics as well as finer topic-related aspects, which we presumed to be relevant for
the overarching purpose of our study. We created for instance the broader topic
fields ‘Coastal Protection and Security’, ‘Ceremonies / Celebrations’ as well as
‘Climate Change’. The storm surge disasters 1953/1962 were assigned to the
broader topic field ‘Natural Disasters’ and the topic ‘Anniversary / commemora-
tion of 1953/1962° was assigned to the broader topic field ‘Ceremonies / Celebra-
tions’. The inter-coder reliability was tested according to Krippendorff’s alpha (o)
within and across countries. For the reliability test we have recoded all topics to
the 34 broader topic fields mentioned above and rated the agreements and disa-
greements. The inter-coder agreements for identification of main topics within
and across countries resulted in substantial reliability scores (values of o0 gpp) =
765 o (NED) = 95’ o (across countries) = '85)‘11

11 The sample for the within countries reliability test contained in each case 40 articles in the respec-
tive language. For the across countries reliability test we sampled 20 articles from English news-
papers like The Independent, The Guardian, The Evening Standard as well as from the regional
newspaper Harwich and Manningtree Standard, because the 1953 storm surge disaster also af-
fected Great Britain. The number of coders in the German case was two and in the Dutch case up
to four. Concerning the usage of Krippendorff’s o index, which is known to be conservative, we
used lower criteria and followed the conventionally accepted value at or above .75 (Lombard,
Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2010; Wimmer & Dominick, 2011, p. 175).
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To generate further thematic explanations and validation concerning our as-
sumptions about the reasons for the comparable high issue attention at certain
points in time, we have analyzed the frequencies of corresponding memory-refer-
ence functions. Corresponding in the context of this study means that the func-
tion of the memory-reference is (1) to refer to the anniversary or commemoration
of the respective disaster, (2) to serve as an analogy to another more recent do-
mestic disaster, (3) to serve as an analogy to another more recent foreign disaster
and (4) to point to a pop-cultural production of the past disaster (e.g. movie,
novels, musical). Concerning the analogy to another more recent disaster the re-
spective disaster have also been coded based on a list of disasters so that we are
able to reconstruct what the analogy is about. Overall the analysis covers 22
memory-reference functions, which have been classified thematically into four
groups (see Table 3). The memory-reference functions were coded on sentence
level (three sentences before and after the actual reference to the past disaster) by
asking, which functions the references to the 1953 and the 1962 disaster have.
The inter-coder agreements for identification of the memory-reference functions
within and across countries resulted in substantial reliability scores (values of o
(Ger) ranging from .79 to 1.0, values of o p, ranging from .85 to 1.0, values of
O (aeross countries) TANGING from .67 to 1.0).12

Table 2 and 3 give an overview on the distribution of main topics as well as on
the distribution of memory-reference functions for the German and for the Dutch
case in those months with an above average attention for the past disasters. Fur-
thermore we have displayed the total distribution of main topics and memory-
reference functions in order to find out whether the above-mentioned topics or
rather events are indeed overrepresented. We have considered those main topics
and memory-reference functions as overrepresented, which appear approximately
twice as much or more in the respective months, compared to their total distribu-
tion. We have highlighted all overrepresented main topics and memory-reference
functions in the tables (see Table 1 and 2).

In the following we will always refer to those main topics and memory-refer-
ence functions, which are overrepresented, when we describe their distribution
and dominance. Furthermore, we will discuss in particular those findings, which
concern our abovementioned assumptions on the factors or rather events, which
have triggered the attention for the past disasters in the particular months.

12 We gained a coefficient of o lower than .75 for the following variables: Reasons for the disaster:
o gmss countries) = -673 Comparison of storm surge safety (today vs. 1953/1962): O (. rocs countries). =
.67; Connection between the disaster and climate change: 0. ..o« counries) = -67- For the calcula-
tion of intercoder reliability (sample size and number of coders) see footnote 11.
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Table 2: Distribution of main topics in total and in particular months with high
attention for the past disasters per country

Main topics

GER GER GER GER

NED NED NED NED

total Feb 02 Aug 02 Feb 12

total Jan 03 Jan 05 Sept 09

n=829 n=36 n=23 n=71 |n=1288 n=109 n=22 n=30
National politics 2,2% 8,7% 1,4%| 1,5% 0,9%
Regional politics 3,9% 2,8% 7,0%| 0,5% 4,5%
International politics 0,2% 0,2%
EU politics
Economy 0,4% 1,4%| 0,8%
Business / commerce / industry 1,7% 2,5% 1,8%
Labour and industrial relations 0,1%
Transportation 0,7%
Education 0,4% 1,4%| 0,7% 1,8% 4,5%
Population 0,5% 4,5%
Social relations 0,6% 2,8%| 0,1%
Health 0,4%
Science and research 0,8% 1,4%| 0,6%
Environmental and ecological topics 1,4% 2,6% 0,9%
Living environment / urban and rural 7,5% 59% 3,7% 4,5% 3,3%
planning
Religion 0,5% 0,2%
Culture and entertainment 26,8% 13,9% 4,3% 19,7%|31,1% 22,0% 13,6% 16,7%
Human interest 10,9% 8,3% 4,3% 1,40%|11,0% 10,1% 4,5% 16,7%
Fashion
Media and communication 1,4% 1,8% 4,5% 6,7%
Sports 0,7% 2,4%
Natural disasters 1,8% 4,3% 1,3% 0,9% 3,3%
Hybrid of natural and technical disaster 0,2%
Technical / energy disaster 0,2% 0,4%
IlInesses (chronics and acute) 0,1% 4,3%
Accidents 0,4% 1,4%| 0,1%
Social services and welfare 0,1% 0,1%
Disorder and conflict 0,5% 2,8% 0,6% 3,3%
Weather / weather warnings 0,7% 0,3% 0,9%
Civil protection / disaster protection 6,4% 21,7% 1,4%| 1,9% 1,8% 4,5%
Coastal protection and security 6,0% 11,1% 7.9% 5,5% 6,7%
Climate Change 0,7% 0,9%
Solidarity / benefit performance / 1,4% 13,0% 1,4%| 2,6% 3,7% 31,8% 3,3%
donations
Ceremonies and celebrations 3,5% 2,8% 0,8% 1,8%
Storm surge disaster 1953/1962 (1 10,1% 36,1% 4,3% 45,1%| 8,5% 27,5% 3,3%
Historical disasters before the 0,2% 0,2% 0,9% 4,5%
1953/1962-disaster 2)
Floods and storm surges / risk of floods 3| 2.2% 2,8% 4,3% 1,4%| 1,8% 2,8% 9,1%
Elbe River Flood 2002 4 1,1% 30,4%
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GER GER GER GER | NED NED NED NED
Main topics total Feb 02 Aug 02 Feb 12| total Jan 03 Jan 05 Sept 09
n=829 n=36 n=23 n=71 [n=1288 n=109 n=22 n=30
Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami 0,1% 0,1% 4,5%
2004 )
Anniversary / commemoration of 4,0% 19,4% 12,7%| 5,2% 11,9%
1953/1962-disaster (¢)
Movie “De Storm” (7) 3,0% 0,9% 4,5% 36,7%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%| 100% 100% 100% 100%

Note: The following topics are finer topic-related aspects and have been recoded for the purpose of
this analysis:

(-(5) Recoded from Natural Disasters, (6) Recoded from Ceremonies/Celebrations, () Recoded from Cul-
ture/Entertainment
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Table 3: Distribution of memory-reference functions in total and in particular
months with high attention for the past disasters per country

change

GER GER GER GER | NED NED NED NED
Memory-reference functions total Feb 02 Aug02 Feb 12| total Jan 03 Jan 05 Sept 09
n=829 n=36 n=23 n=71 [n=1288 n=109 n=22 n=30
Familiar memory functions
Anniversary / commemoration 14,0% 36,1% 39,4%(13,7% 33,9% 13,6% 6,7%
Historical contextualization 242% 5,6% 8,7% 14,1|136,1% 25,7% 40,9% 30,0%
Discovery / relicts of the past disaster 5,8% 2,8% 4.2%| 3,0% 1,8% 4,5%
Analogies to more recent domestic disaster | 12,4% 2,8% 78,3% 11,3%| 2,6% 3,7% 3,3%
Analogies to more recent foreign disaster 43% 2,8% 8,7% 7,0%| 4,7% 3,7% 31,8% 3,3%
Cultural adaptation
Pop-Cultural production of the past disaster | 18,3% 30,6% 15,5%(23,1% 33,9% 27,3% 60,0%
Museums / exhibitions 12,7% 27,8% 26,9%[18,7% 19.3% 4.5% 16,7%
Monuments / flood marks 5,7% 11,1% 7,0%| 7,8% 5,5%
Memory associated with actors
Victims (contemporary witnesses) 15,1% 38,9% 21,7% 23,9%(10,6% 33,0% 9,1% 16,7%
Helpers (contemporary witnesses) 7,5% 25,0% 8,7% 18,3%| 4,8% 16,5% 6,7%
Memories linked to narrations 2,3% 2,8% 1,4%| 1,9% 1,8% 4,5%
(hearsay witnesses)
Celebrities associated with the past disaster |18,3% 22,2% 34,8% 16,9%| 3,3% 3,7%
Knowledge / learning / experience from the
past disaster
Reasons for the disaster 6,4% 16,7% 4,3% 26,8%| 4,2% 5,5% 4,5% 3,3%
Scope of devastation after the disaster 29,7% 52,8% 39,1% 50,7%/10,9% 21,1% 4,5% 20,0%
Reflections on handling the disaster 17,6% 36,1% 21,7% 43,7%|11,7% 29,4% 4,5%
Reflections on solidarity experienced in 7,4% 5,6% 34,8% 22,5%(11,5% 14,7% 45,5% 3,3%
those days
Influence of the disaster on the crisis 92% 13,9% 8,7% 5,6%| 1,4% 2,8%
management
Influence of the disaster on coastal protection [ 12,1% 13,9% 12,7%| 8,2% 10,1% 10,0%
Influence of the disaster on the legal role of | 0,8% 2,4% 2,8% 3,3%
coastal protection
Comparison of storm surge safety 6,5% 16,7% 22,5%| 1,2% 2,8% 3,3%
(today vs. 1953/1962)
Mention / comparison of water levels 5,7% 5,6% 12,7%| 1,2% 1,8%
(today vs. 1953/1962)
Expertise developed as a consequence of the | 3,1% 8,3% 11,3%| 1,3% 1,8%
disaster
Monition / reminder of the permanent storm| 6,6% 8,3% 23,9%| 1,9% 4,6%
surge risk
Connection between the disaster and climate| 2,9% 2,8% 42%| 0,7% 0,9%

Note: There is no cumulative relation in the columns, because multiple answers were permitted.
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In the Dutch case an above-average issue attention for the past disaster was re-
vealed around the 50 anniversary of the 1953 disaster in January 2003 (1,27 %)
(see Fig. 1). In total 188 relevant articles appeared in this month but due to the
reduced Dutch sample, only 109 articles are included in the analysis (see note in
Table 1). The past disaster is the main topic in 30 articles (28 %) and — compared
to the other overrepresented main topics in this month — the most dominant one.
The anniversary and commemoration of the past disaster is the main topic in 13
articles (12%) and the second most dominant main topic (see Table 2). These
findings are also supported by the memory-reference function ‘anniversary or
commemoration’ (34%), which is most dominant in this month. Furthermore we
can see that a comparable wide range of memory-reference functions is covered,
which implies that a lot of information about the past disaster is provided e.g.
‘victims as contemporary witnesses’ appear in the articles (33%) and factual as-
pects like the ‘scope of devastation’ (21%) as well as the ‘handling of the disaster’
(29%) are mentioned (see Table 3).

Likewise to the Dutch case we could reveal an above-average attention for the
past disaster around the 50t anniversary of the 1962 disaster in the German case
in February 2012 (0,28%) (see Fig. 1). In total 71 articles with a reference to the
1962 disaster appeared in this month. In 32 articles the past disaster is the main
topic (45%) and thus most dominant, followed by ‘anniversary and commemora-
tion’ of the past disaster (13%) (see Table 2). Concerning the memory-reference
functions the most dominant functions are ‘reflections on handling the disaster’
(44%), ‘anniversary or commemoration’ (39%) and ‘museums / exhibition’
(27%) (see Table 3). Similar findings — even if the order of dominance among the
memory-reference functions slightly differs — could be identified for the 40t an-
niversary of the 1962 disaster in January 2002 (see Table 2 and 3).

Thus we can say that the above-average attention for the 1953 disaster in Jan-
uary 2003 as well as for the 1962 disaster in February 2002 and February 2012
indeed can be traced back to the respective milestone anniversaries.

Beyond these milestone anniversaries we have other noteworthy peaks in the
German case in 2002 and in the Dutch case in 2005 and 2009 (see Fig. 1). An
explanatory factor for the peak in the German case in August 2002 is the so-
called Elbe River Flood (‘flood of the century’), which is assumed being the occa-
sion for giving the 1962 disaster attention. In this month the average attention for
the 1962 disaster is 0,14 per cent (n=23). The Elbe River Flood is considerably
overrepresented and beyond that the most dominant main topic (30%), followed
by ‘Civil protection / disaster protection’ (22%) and ‘Solidarity / benefit perfor-
mance / donations’ — both topics, which are obviously related to the catastrophic
flood (see Table 2). These findings are also supported by the memory-reference
functions. The most dominant function is to draw analogies to the Elbe River
Flood as a domestic disaster (78 %), followed by the reflection on solidarity expe-
rienced in times of the 1962 disaster (35%) (see Table 3).

Likewise to the German case, we have assumed that in the Dutch case the peak
in January 2005 can be explained by the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami
in Thailand of 26 December 2004 and especially by the fact that the Dutch peo-
ple showed solidarity because of their own disaster experience in 1953. The aver-
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age attention for the 1953 disaster is 0,21 per cent in this month (see Fig. 1). In
seven out of the 22 content-analyzed articles ‘Solidarity / benefit performance /
donations’ is the main topic (32%), followed by the topic ‘Floods and storm surg-
es / risk of floods’ (9%) (see Table 2). The memory-reference functions provide
further indicators that the Tsunami and related to that the aspect of showing soli-
darity have triggered the attention for the 1953 disaster: In 46 per cent the func-
tion of the memory-reference is to reflect on solidarity experienced in times of the
1953 disaster and in 32 per cent the function is to draw analogies between the
Tsunami and the 1953 disaster (see Table 3).

Finally the peak in September 2009 in the Dutch case coincides with the re-
lease of the movie De Storm about the 1953 disaster. The average attention for
the 1953 disaster is 0,23 per cent in this month (see Fig. 1). In 11 out of the 30
analyzed articles the movie — as part of the topic-field culture and entertainment
— is the most overrepresented and most dominant main topic (37%), followed by
‘Media and communication’ (7%) (see Table 2). Concerning the memory-refer-
ences we found out that in 60 per cent the function is to refer to the ‘pop-cultural
production of the past disaster’, which is another indicator for the presence of the
above-mentioned movie release (see Table 3).

We can conclude here that milestone anniversaries, other domestic or foreign
disasters as well as the cultural converting of a disaster are apparent trigger fac-
tors for the journalistic attention for the past disasters.

5.3 Journalistic preference for using facts and figures from the past [RQ3, RQ4,
H2 and H3]

The last two research questions and hypotheses deal with the thematic dimension
of sustainable memory. As stated, this dimension implies that past events as well
as the experiences deriving from past events are contextualised in light of past,
present and future developments and concerns. Amongst others we have opera-
tionalised these theoretical assumptions with the following four variables:

(1) Memory-specific issue implies high past-orientation. Indicators for an explicit
memory-focus in the article are (a) that the past disaster 1953/1962 is described
in detail and is not only mentioned in a short reference, (b) that it is described,
for example, by witnesses who give field reports on the situation and their ex-
perience in those days), (c) that it is commemorated on the occasion of anniver-
saries or commemoration events, or (d) that the knowledge of the disaster
1953/1962 is processed in films, documentation, theatre, musicals, or books.

(2) Threat-specific issue implies high present-future orientation. Indicators for an
explicit threat-focus in the article are (a) how society deals with topics like
the threat of storm surges, floods or water (e.g. minimise the risk of storm
surges/floods), (b) the country’s/region’s vulnerability due to water, (c) meas-
urements of adaptation (coastal defence, storm surge protection, warning sys-
tems, building of dikes, dams, weirs), (d) mitigation by long-term planning,
investment in coastal defence and disaster protection or (c) the country’s/
region’s resilience regarding possible future storm surge disasters.
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(3) Disaster-specific issue implies high present-past orientation. Indicators for an
explicit disaster-focus are references to other domestic or foreign disasters
that occurred after the key events of 1953 and 1962. Disasters refer not only
to so-called natural disasters (flooding, storms, hurricanes, tsunamis, etc.) but
also so-called industrial or manmade disasters as well as accidents that cause
pollution, kill people, and/or damage property (e.g. Chernobyl, 9/11, Deep-
water Horizon oil spill, Fukushima, Norway attacks).

(4) Climate change-specific issue implies high future-orientation. Indicators for
an explicit climate-change focus are references to climate change as a holistic
phenomenon as well as other paraphrases for climate change like global
warming or global temperature rise. Further indicators for this issue are the
possible consequences of climate change like melting glaciers, sea level rise,
potential increase of extreme weather events, involuntary migration due to
climate change as well as more scientific or politicised dimensions of climate
change (e.g. IPCC reports, climate summits, publication of research results).

These four issues enable us to evaluate how much specific attention journalism
gives to particular thematic aspects. Thus, it becomes evident whether journalism
either tends to be more focused on the facts and episodes from the past disasters
or embeds them in a wider present or future oriented thematic context.

The issues were coded on article level and the rule for identifying them as pre-
sent was that they appear either in more than one sentence or two times in differ-
ent parts of the article.

The inter-coder agreements for identification of the specific issues within and
across countries resulted in substantial reliability scores (values of o .z, ranging
from .74 to 1.0, values of o pp, ranging from .75 to 1.0, values of 0 s coun-
mies) TANging from .63 to 1.0).13

Concerning these four issues we compared their percentage regarding the pop-
ulation of articles per country. The analysis revealed significant differences re-
garding the presence of the threat-specific issue and the disaster-specific issue be-
tween the country cases. In contrast, the occurrences of the memory-specific issue
and the climate change-specific issue do not significantly differ, which could be
interpreted as a similarity between our cases.

In both cases, the highly past-oriented memory-specific issue occurs most often
compared to the other issues (see Table 4). Thus, journalism favours framing the
past events with facts and episodes from the situation and circumstances in those
days, rather than putting them into a greater present- or future-oriented context.
To a certain extent, this is in line with what Harro-Loit and Koresaar (2010)
found in their analysis on temporal logics within different forms of anniversary
news. They revealed the passive roles of journalists in terms of a reinterpretation

13 We gained a coefficient of o. lower than .75 for the following variables: (1) Memory-specific issue:
o ey = 74 (2) Disaster—speciﬁg ISSUE: O (4020 countries) = 033 (4) Climqte change-specific issue: o,
(across countries) -/ 2 FOr the calculation of intercoder reliability (sample size and number of coders)
see footnote 11.
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of the past, which goes beyond the presentation of facts deriving from the past
itself (p. 338; see also Dernbach, 2007, p. 185).

The highly future-oriented climate change-specific issue is compared to the
other issues least present is both countries (see Table 4). This generally indicates
that climate change is not — as assumed — a trigger factor for mentioning and em-
bedding the past disasters. One reason might be that climate change is temporally
too far away from the past events. Another reason might be that journalism does
not use the past disaster as a point of reference to illustrate the possible conse-
quences of climate change, especially sea level rise, which could lead to flooding
disasters in the future.

Table 4: Occurrence of specific issues within countries
(Basis: N (4540 = 2.117; N (yep) = 1-2885 N ) = 829)

Country Difference-Test
Chi? phiy,.
Issue specifics Netrtlt(tz/loa)nds Gflr(rf,l/:;ly (df=1)
Memory-specific issue 596 (46%) 412 (50%)| 2.37
Threat-specific issue 141 (11%) 188 (23%)|52.88*** 0.46
Disaster-specific issue 136 (11%) 115 (14%)| 5.3* 0.17
Climate change-specific issue 34 (3%) 30 (4%)| 1.65

Note: ***p<0.001; *p<0.05; country codes re-coded: Netherlands=1and Germany=2
There is no cumulative relation in the columns, because multiple answers were permitted.

Beyond these two similarities the analysis revealed two significant differences.

First, we have identified a significant difference concerning the present-past
oriented disaster-specific issue, which occurs more often in the German case (see
Table 4). Thus, the past disaster is in the broadest sense more often embedded
into a kind of follow-up disaster history in the German case. We tested whether
there is an association between the appearance of the disaster-specific issue and
the German as well as the Dutch article sample. We used the Phi-coefficient,
which is interpreted as a measure of the relative strength of an association rang-
ing from O to 1. Following the agreement that a coefficient greater than 0.3 points
to strong or rather meaningful associations, the result shows that there is very
weak association (phi, . = 0.17) (Backhaus, Erichson, Plinke, & Weiber, 2006,
pp. 234-244).

5.3.1 Embedding of the past disasters into present and future threats [H3]

The second difference concerns the hypothesis three on the appearance of the
present-future oriented threat-specific issue. This issue appears twice as often in
the German articles than in the Dutch articles. This difference between the cases
is highly significant (see Table 4). The Phi-coefficient of 0.46 indicates that there is
a meaningful coherence and thus we can conclude that the threat-specific issue
plays a more important role in the German articles than in the Dutch articles.
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This result is surprising, since it was assumed that this issue is more present in
the Netherlands because of the country’s specific situation and the whole nation
being highly threatened by water and flooding from both the North Sea and its
eastern boarders, where the rivers Rhine and Meuse are located. The threat of sea
level rise due to climate change as well as changes in weather patterns could lead
to a breach of the country’s flood protection system. This could be devastating to
the country’s economy and way of life. Altogether, it was assumed that the experi-
ence of the 1953 storm surge disaster, which was the worst for the Dutch people
after World War II, would be more often embedded into the thematic context of
coping with water as an element of threat.

We are aware that the following interpretations are to a certain extent specula-
tive. However, we will try to interpret this difference between the Dutch and the
German case by referring to further, more qualitative context information as ex-
planatory factors.

One explanatory factor for the comparable low degree of embedding the past
disaster into the larger context of threat due to water and managing the water-
front in the Dutch case may be that the past disaster mainly hit the rural region of
Zeeland, a not densely populated or economic wealthy area. In those days, this
region consisted of three separated islands, which were not even connected to the
continental part of the Netherlands. This former separation may be one reason
for this low degree of contextualisation.

Another explanatory factor could be the Dutch people’s long experience and
expertise of coping with water. Over the centuries, they have lived and dealt with
the situation that they are highly vulnerable to the impact of water. Consequently,
they have developed a high degree of engineering expertise in terms of land recla-
mation, dike, dam and weir building. Unlike developing countries with similar
geographical situations, this knowledge has been supported by financial power,
which today allows researchers and developers to think and experiment with
completely new technologies (e.g. alternative building concepts like floating hous-
es). These circumstances have culturally led to a comparable high degree of self-
esteem in terms of either fight against or live with water. Mentioning the 1953
disaster in the context of the threat or anticipation of threat due to water would
mean discussing errors made in the past rather than modern comforts.

People along the German North Sea coast also have some capability to cope
with storm surges and the impact of water. However, this has not become such a
basic part of the German national identity as it is in the Netherlands. This cir-
cumstance is one possible explanatory factor for the higher degree of attention
for the threat issue in the German case. Furthermore, this result could also be
traced back to the fact that the storm surge disaster of 1962 hit the densely popu-
lated city of Hamburg. Hamburg has a long tradition of being a rich, powerful
and proud trading town. Despite a high technological standard and economic
wealth, the knowledge of having been culturally and economically injured by the
impact of water in the past could be one explanatory factor for embedding this
traumatic key event into the larger context of a latent threat and vulnerability
due to water, or more general to nature.
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The qualitative impression of the German sample reveals that the underlying
threat due to storm surges and the impact of water is present and more often as-
sociated with uncertainty and fear than with self-assurance. This is the case even
if (or perhaps especially because) the city-state of Hamburg is n#of located along
the North Sea coast, but rather at the river Elbe, which flows into the North Sea
110 kilometres away from the city. The following headlines taken from the sam-
ple clearly display the threat issue: “When the flood comes, we will be threat-
ened” (Tz, 2010), “How dangerous will storm surges be for Hamburg?” (Schles-
selmann, 2010), “Deluge in front of us — Urban planners and architects prepare
for climate change and rising sea level” (Miiller, 2009).

Concerning the thematic dimension of sustainable memory — here displayed
with the four issues — we can summarize that in both countries journalism em-
beds the past disasters mainly by narrating the past itself, but also by using fur-
ther temporal and thematic references, even if the level of how the past events are
embedded differs. Thus, journalism indeed reverts to so-called stocks of knowl-
edge and embeds the past disasters — according to secondary and latent topicality
— into other recurring and underlying thematic fields (here: threat-, disaster- and
climate-change-specific issues).

6. Conclusions

In this article we have argued that references to the past are no exception to the
rules in journalism, but rather a steady underlying pattern of any journalistic cov-
erage. Furthermore, we have argued that journalism not only produces memory
in the sense of retrospective, but also produces prospective memory. In fact, any
memory is prospective, as people construct memory as a process in the present,
which is often geared towards future and future decisions. In modern societies in
particular, future seems to become the core epistemological perspective. To wrap
up this tight and complex connection of past, present and future, we have pro-
posed the term and concept of sustainable memory. The production of sustainable
memory is an ongoing and continuous process based on intertwining references
to the past, present and future over a coherent period of time. This processing of
sustainable memory is an overall societal process, supported by any member of
society. However, certain institutions in society can massively nourish this pro-
cess. In the light of these assumptions, journalism can be regarded as one core
institution concerning the production and processing of sustainable memory.
This approach aimed to deepen the links between the field of journalism theory
and the field of memory studies. In mainstream of journalism theory as well as in
the hands-on perspectives of journalists the task of journalism deals with the
news of today, with topicality. Memory studies have shown that journalism refers
to past events, especially in the context of anniversaries, historical analogies and
historical contextualisation. Against the background of time sociology as well as
sociology of knowledge, one understands that any knowledge is a construction
and that this can be traced back to the (mental) connection of past, present and
future. These characteristics provide the theoretical basis for our concept of sus-
tainable memory, wherein two dimensions can be analytically distinguished: the
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formal temporal dimension, and the functional thematic dimension. This ap-
proach was the underlying concept in our empirical study.

A comparative quantitative content analysis was conducted, including a total
of 2.799 articles in the period from 2000-2012 published in German and Dutch
newspapers, dealing with the watersnood of 1953 in the Netherlands and the
Sturmflut in Germany in 1962. With the temporal dimension of sustainable mem-
ory, it was possible to show that journalism provides continuous references to
these past disasters, not only triggered by anniversaries or similar events, but also
on a number of several other incidents. Furthermore, regarding the thematic di-
mension of sustainable memory, this study proved that these past events, as well
as the experiences deriving from these events, are mentioned or evaluated in the
context of past, present and future developments and concerns. The past disasters
are mostly framed with facts and episodes from the situation and circumstances
in those days. However, the issue of threat, which is deeply connected to social
learning, knowledge and anticipation, also seems to be another dominant point of
reference, especially in the German case. Thus, these results may be considered as
a proof of the processing of sustainable memory through journalism. Differences
between the national coverage can be explained by cultural factors like the re-
spective national or regional identities, the history and degree of water manage-
ment expertise, and the geographical urban and metropolitan context in contrast
to rural surroundings. But prior to these differences we can also state the simi-
larities between the coverage in the two cases, which can be traced back to the
fact that the countries are very similar in terms of economic status, social welfare,
and media system. However, the question of differences and similarities in media
coverage on past events between countries, which differ in terms of the aforemen-
tioned aspects, still need to be scrutinised.

On the level of media or journalistic representation, the results of this com-
parative case study on two specific past disasters confirm that these events are
core objects of sustainable memory. This analysis on storm surge disasters may —
to a certain extent — only be generalized to other types of natural disasters,
whereas further empirical studies could show whether similar findings can be
proven for other types of (media/memory) events. This may include similar events
of sudden, unexpected occurrence, like technological disasters, terrorist attacks or
political events as well as expectable or rather long-term events like economic
crises (e.g. Great Depression during the 1930s).

Finally, more effort needs to be invested in complementary research that fo-
cuses on the level of media production, for example, the underlying editorial
practices, rules and regulations within journalistic memory production. By con-
ducting qualitative interviews with journalists, one could detect the intentions,
sources and presentation patterns, why, when and how journalists are dealing
with sustainable memory and to what extent they regard themselves as agents of
sustainable memory. Last but not least another wide field of future research
would be the user’s perspective on sustainable memory through journalism, both,
in traditional and social media.
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