Jules Levine

06 March 2006

INTL 3260

"Deutsche Welle" or "German Waves":

a trans-cultural production analysis of http://www.dw-world.de


Deutsche Welle, which directly translates to "German Waves," is a major German news website that presents video, text, and audio content to international audiences in thirty major languages. However, the site does not directly translate its German content - each language has its own distinct layout and material. These "waves," so to speak, transmit a national portrait of Germany to each audience that is shaped by the barrier reefs of editorial staff and the trade winds of culture and language issues, as well as by the coastal contour and biases of the recieving nations. This indicative study suggest that Deutsche Welle's web site portrays a slighly different façade of Deutschland to the outside world, specifically those who speak English and French, than to its national, German-speaking audience.

ÆSTHETICS: KEEP YOUR AUDIENCE ENGAGED

Deutsche Welle is presented in two distinct flavors. The first, shared by the German, English, and Arabic language sites, has a cool blue color scheme with small green accents and crisp corners, vaguely reminiscient of a traditional newspaper layout's organized textual columns, while still taking full advantage of the linking abilities provided by the web page medium by providing small pictures and headline teasers to attract impulsive clicks. The second, used by the French, Turkish, and Hindi sites, among others, borrows the lightest of the blues from the other site and accompanies it with a slighly burnt orange accent. This contraposition of opposing colors lends the page a vaugely tropical, exotic feel, perhaps implying a more casual, tourism-oriented mission statement than the far more formal, business-oriented first aesthetic. This second presentation also features a very different layout - a single, wide column of serial-listed content, bounded left and right by navigation and features, and capped with a swooping curve of blue.


While both layouts are distinct, memorable, and eye-catching, the spatial dimensions occupied by each corresponding element differ greatly. The smaller columns of the first layout seem to promise large amounts of accessible, in-depth content, one easy click away. In contrast, the second layout seems to at first imply greater depth of coverage, as the revealed bodies of text are much larger. However, it soon becomes apparent that these sites carry fewer articles and features than the first - the DW-TV link, which on the ENglish and German sites (of the first variety) leads to streamable, translated DW television programs, instead seems only to lead to the live broadcast of DW-TV - a far cry from the content offered to those priviledged enough to speak the favored languages. While it is admirable that Deutsche Welle even offers foreign language content, its preferences speak more to German international business interests than to the international community at large.

EDITING: SHOW THEM WHAT THEY WANT TO SEE

While the focus of much of the content is, indeed, Germany, each language's page appears tailored to pique the interests of the presumed nationality's viewers. For example, about half of the articles on the English page directly relate to pertinent stories of United States interest (notably the war in Iraq and issues surrounding Roe v. Wade), whereas the French language page features many links to stories from French-speaking African countries - a body of news completely absent from both the English and German versions. Also absent from the English version was an option to subscribe to a video podcast - a feature offered to presumably more technocentric German media purveyors.


However, many elements are shared between the different languages. The World Cup countdown is featured prominently, as is the ability to stream realtime video from the Deutsche Welle TV station. Unfortunately, this broadcast is not translated into languages other than English. At times it seems as if the entire website was designed more for an English-speaking audience than for a German one - the first page to come up upon loading the site is the English home page. From a German news service, this comes as a bit of a surprise.

CONTENT AND WORD CHOICE: SHOW THYSELF

A topic tha tappears frequently throughout the English website is what seems to be a sarcastic retort at German tourist publicity. From titles like "Berlin's English Problem" decrying the communicative state of the service sector to the self-mocking "Kenya Offers Aid to Third-World Germany" attacking the "country with such a bad self-image that it needed a 30-million-euro ($25-million) advertising campaign to convince the populace to be proud of their nation" with the brutal social reality of Germany's poor, the façade presented to the English-speaking world is not necessarily a wholly positive one.


However, an alternate pourtrait seems to be presented to some countries in closer proximity - one far more conducive to promoting tourism. For example, the French page entitled "L'Allemange d'aujourd'hui" (The Germany of Today) waxes cultural over German authors like David admirable and glosses admirable over the humor of Angela Merkel, the new German Prime Minister. Apparently, the prospect of Tourismus is incredibly appealing.


Compared to the editorialism and propaganda of the English and French subsites, respectively, the German site seems positively tame and neutral. Reading like a world newspaper with a moderate slant towards humanitarian stories (such as the commentary "Eine neue Hamas - ein neuer Freide?" [A NewHamas - a New Freedom?]) in lieu of economic stories, which are seldom seen and, when they do appear, seem to be relegated to headline-links, as opposed to the small paragraphs granted to stories apparently deemed to be of greater importance by their relative spatial sizes.

CONCLUSION: THE MEANING IS IN THE PRESENTATION

These marked stylistic production differences between these three subsections of the greater Deutsche Welle symposium seem to indicate that there is no strong unifying force crafting any particular, cohesive message to be read from its pages. While biases, cultural and personal alike, do exist, the breadth of this news site's range of opinion effectively present (and acknowledge) the existing of an aware, modern, pluralistic Germany. However, as shown in these examples, the sum of these parts do not necessarily add up to form the same cohesive whole. Thus, the differing messages presented are functions of these production elements combining like information with unlike cultural and spatial contexts - meaning that each "wave" of presentation from Deutsche Welle reaches each cultural shore in a different fashion.

