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law (Germany) or the purchase of  land (Austria), to give but a few more recent examples; 
or how citizens as members of  non-governmental organizations have alerted the European 
Commission to subsidy fraught, such as when Italy turned out to have far fewer cows in the 
fields than on paper. In this sense, a social history of  European integration that puts citizens 
centre stage remains to be written.

doi:10.1093/gerhis/ghz091 Wolfram Kaiser
Advance Access publication 22 November 2019 University of  Portsmouth

Ausgestrahlt: Die mediale Debatte um “Tschernobyl” in der Bundesrepublik 
und in Frankreich, 1986/87. By Katrin Jordan. Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag. 2018. 
424 pp. €42.00 (hardback).

On 30 April 1986, France’s Antenne 2 evening news updated viewers as to the whereabouts 
of  the ‘radioactive cloud’, which had been hovering over Europe since the meltdown at 
the Chernobyl reactor four days earlier. As meteorologist Brigitte Simonetta described 
how an Azores high would prevent the cloud from drifting further westward, a red stop 
sign appeared on the on-screen weather map, seemingly blocking the cloud from crossing 
the Franco-German frontier. In West Germany, meanwhile, popular newsmagazines like 
Der Spiegel and Stern used the black and neon yellow radiation hazard symbol and images 
of  skulls and mushroom clouds to illustrate the nuclear fears invoked by the Chernobyl 
disaster. Superficially, at least, the responses of  the French and West German press to 
the disaster in Ukraine seemed to reify stereotypes about rational French and romantic 
Germans. In her prize-winning dissertation Ausgestrahlt, which was written in Berlin and 
Potsdam, Katrin Jordan analyses 1,300 French and West German newspaper articles as 
well as 260 television newscasts from the year between the April 1986 Chernobyl disaster 
and its first anniversary, and explains the seemingly divergent Chernobyl debates that 
took place East and West of  the Rhine on the basis of  this empirical evidence rather than 
age-old stereotypes.

Though the book’s title suggests a narrow focus on media debates in the year immedi-
ately after the Chernobyl disaster, Jordan skilfully positions these debates within broader 
societal discussions and places them in a longer historical narrative. Thus, Ausgestrahlt makes 
Chernobyl—and the media debates that followed—into a window onto two societies’ diver-
gent paths vis-à-vis nuclear power, rather than an isolated, yet pathbreaking event. Building 
on recent research showing that anti-nuclear activism stirred vigorous societal debates on 
both sides of  the Rhine during the 1970s, Jordan argues that the French movement’s dis-
sipation around 1980 created a strikingly different situation in France by 1986 to that seen 
after the German anti-nuclear movement’s institutionalization during the early 1980s. In 
the book’s four chapters, Jordan describes this divergence by showing how debates about 
Chernobyl in the two countries’ television and print media revealed different approaches 
to crisis management, the role of  experts, domestic nuclear power production and Franco-
German cooperation.

In the first chapter, Jordan contrasts the dis-coordinated crisis management of  the 
German federal state with the calm management of  the French central state. The multi-
layered German system’s internal dissonance was most evident in the divergent safety guide-
lines issued by the Federal Republic’s ten constituent states (with Hesse’s Green Minister of  
the Environment, Joschka Fischer, enacting the most stringent guidelines). But Jordan goes 
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far beyond administrative structures in order to show how the lack of  a single authorita-
tive response from the German government made room for a chorus of  alternative voices, 
ranging from Eco-Institute (Öko-Institut) counter-experts to journalists at the alternative 
tageszeitung, who found themselves inundated with requests for help and advice from con-
cerned readers in the disaster’s aftermath. The French Central Protection Service against 
Ionizing Radiation (Service Central de Protection contre les Rayonnements Ionisants), by contrast, both 
measured the levels of  radiation present in France and controlled that data’s release to the 
public. It was not until weeks later—when the idea that the radioactive cloud had somehow 
stopped at the Franco-German frontier was finally exposed as a ‘state lie’—that critical 
voices found any resonance in France.

The book’s second (and longest) chapter addresses the role of  experts. In the imme-
diate aftermath of  the Chernobyl disaster, Jordan shows, experts held inordinate influence 
not least because most journalists knew relatively little about the technical details of  nu-
clear energy production, and the USSR released precious few details about the accident. 
Nonetheless, Jordan argues, experts’ roles after Chernobyl were also shaped by longer his-
tories. The German discussion was more open, she finds, because counter-experts’ cred-
ibility, their access to information, and their ability to present themselves to the public had 
all increased due to their cooperation with the alternative press and the Green party since 
the late 1970s.

The third chapter looks at the two countries’ domestic nuclear programmes. Here, Jordan 
argues that the French press simply avoided links between Chernobyl and French nuclear 
energy production by consigning Chernobyl to the technology and foreign affairs sections. 
In Germany, by contrast, the press turned the Chernobyl debate into a fundamental discus-
sion of  the very ‘credibility’ of  ‘reactor operators, the policymakers and even the state re-
search institutes and scientific advisory agencies’ (p. 289). Jordan proposes that the German 
debate was more ‘political’ (p. 300) because the German anti-nuclear movement had suc-
ceeded in making citizens’ expertise trustworthy, while the French continued to accept ex-
perts’ authority over a technical subject area.

In the fourth chapter, Jordan turns to the concept of  ‘nuclear energy as a subject of  
Franco-German conflict’ (p. 321), looking specifically at debates about the Cattenom reactor 
project, which was located a few kilometres from the German border. In Chernobyl’s wake, 
the government of  the German state of  Saarland became particularly critical of  the project, 
even suing the French government in a failed attempt to stop it. Jordan provides a nuanced 
interpretation of  the Cattenom debate, noting divisions within the two countries, but also 
emphasizing the developing divergence between the French and German Left with regards 
to nuclear energy. While the Social Democratic Party of  Germany shifted its position and 
proposed a medium-term phase-out of  nuclear energy after Chernobyl, the French Socialist 
Party’s support for nuclear energy had, if  anything, solidified since Mitterand’s election to 
the Presidency in 1980.

By studying reporting on Chernobyl in Germany and France within a longer nar-
rative and in relation to questions of  crisis management, expertise, domestic nuclear 
politics, and the Franco-German relationship, Jordan provides a new, empirically based 
answer to the longstanding question of  Franco-German divergence in nuclear matters. 
Far from claiming that established cultural differences caused Germans to fear nuclear 
energy and the French to celebrate it, she shows how the topic was contentious on both 
sides of  the Rhine. She argues, however, that a set of  developments during the 1970s 
and early 1980s marginalized critical perspectives on nuclear energy in France at the 
same time as German anti-nuclear activists built up a set of  institutions, most notably 
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research institutes, alternative press organs, and the Green Party, that made critical 
perspectives part of  the mainstream debate. Though her treatment of  France seems a 
bit wooden at times, she succeeds here, too, in linking media debates after Chernobyl 
to longer developments. Thus, her book’s significance extends far beyond its treatment 
of  the Chernobyl disaster and its aftermath, helping to show how the vigorous debate 
about nuclear energy that took place throughout western Europe in the 1970s and early 
1980s affected French and West German society differently. Specifically, by comparing 
the two cases, she is able to show how institutions created via citizen engagement in nu-
clear debates transformed democratic praxis in West Germany. Jordan makes a compel-
ling case that Chernobyl was more a milestone than a turning point in the debate over 
nuclear energy, and that that debate’s significance extends to questions of  democracy 
and political engagement.

doi:10.1093/gerhis/ghz060 Stephen Milder
Advance Access publication 26 July 2019 University of  Groningen
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