
C O U N T R Y  P R O F I L E S 

Germany

The research into literature on Germany’s approach to international cultural policy suggests a 
very positive attitude towards cooperation with other European countries vis-à-vis the rest of the 
world. In fact, the missions statements, internal papers and practical activities of the official 
German actors working abroad in the cultural and educational field reveal that Germany is a 
forerunner for a more consorted EU foreign cultural policy, provided that the principle of 
susbsidiarity is safeguarded, and the further establishment of such a policy is financially feasible.

Certain historical factors still mark Germany’s foreign policy of today. Above all, its present 
cultural and educational relations with the rest of the world (as an integral part of its foreign 
policy) have to be seen in the light of the aftermath of the Hitler dictatorship between 1933 and 
1945 with all its consequences for European and world order. In addition, the centuries-old 
decentralised German political system, reinforced by the Allies after World War II, permitted the 
now sixteen independent German states (and equally independent cities) to pursue to some 
extent a foreign cultural policy of their own, loosely coordinated by the federal government. And, 
last but not least, unlike some other EU Member States, Germany never played a substantial role 
as a colonial power, which might have left an imprint on its present foreign policy – cultural 
relations included.

T h e  F e d e r a l  F o r e i g n  O f f i c e
The Foreign Office is the main strategic actor, devising, coordinating and controlling Germany’s 
international cultural policies. The official line is that the objectives of its cultural relations and 
educational policy (within its limited competencies) are:
• “To promote our interest in the cultural and educational sphere;
• To paint a realistic picture of life in contemporary Germany;
• To foster dialogue on values and the prevention of conflict;
• To promote European integration”.

The Federal Foreign office has established a number of priorities geared towards achieving these 
objectives:
• since 2002, they have run a special programme entitled “European-Islamic Intercultural  

Dialogue”, which is designed to promote exchanges and encounters between the West and 
the Islamic world;

• they spend a substantial part of Germany’s cultural relations and education budget on 
activities in the twenty-five EU countries that are designed to promote a wider and deeper 
Union;

• they want to enhance Germany’s profile in higher education by promoting exchange and 
international cooperation in the academic field;

• they are committed to helping German schools abroad hold their own in an increasingly 
competitive environment;

• they see ongoing efforts to stimulate interest abroad in the German language as a core 
component of its cultural relations and education policy.

To implement this policy the Foreign office relies, to a considerable extent, on other, mostly 
legally independent but financially dependent, organisations, since the lesson learned by history 
was and is: as little state interference as possible and “Cultural relations and education policy are 



not just a matter of ‘the good, the beautiful, the true’; but an integral part of German foreign policy 
aimed at conflict prevention and peacekeeping”.

The biggest of these semi-public organisations is the Goethe-Institut, active in eighty 
countries. Though “cultural identity is and will be determined by regions and nations” it says in its 
unpublished strategy paper on Europe, “trans-national influences will gain importance. The often 
dividing function of culture must be replaced by an integrative one”. It therefore does not only 
support European contents but also encourages cooperation with other foreign cultural institutes, 
embassies and with the civil sector within the European Union and beyond. It is not surprising 
that it signed cooperative contracts with the British Council and the Spanish Instituto Cervantes. 
Apart from the Goethe-Institut, there is the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), 
engaged in international university cooperation; the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation (A.v.H) 
that focuses on the exchange of highly qualified academics; the Institute for Foreign Relations 
(Ifa), that among other functions operates as a specialist library and information centre on 
German and European foreign cultural and educational relations and; the Central Agency for 
German schools abroad, to name but a few of the major ones.

P o l i c y  f o c u s  
Cultural relations based on mutuality were and are considered as the so-called “third pillar” of 
foreign German policy, next to political and economical programmes and activities. In the early 
days of the Republic, other European countries were invited and even financially incited to 
establish cultural relations with Germany. The German strategic decision-makers were wise 
enough to refrain from merely presenting a ‘re-educated, whitewashed, beautiful Germany’ and 
from solely ‘exporting’ German language and culture abroad. An open critical intercultural 
dialogue with a two-way road was established.

If there are any topics considered to be purely German, it is probably the promotion of the 
German language in the context of the promotion of a multilingual Europe, as clearly stated in the 
“concept 2000” paper of the Foreign office.

G e o g r a p h i c a l  f o c u s  
Germany is an international player, though smaller than France and the UK.  In an attempt to heal 
the wounds of World War II, to slowly regain the trust of the international community, to 
convincingly advocate for a safer and more just world order, the foreign policy of the Federal 
Republic of Germany focussed from its very beginning on the European integration process in 
addition to the transatlantic axis. In addition, the Ministry points out the fact that quite a number of 
new Goethe-Institutes and reading rooms were founded in these countries in the last fifteen 
years. Indeed, almost two-thirds of the Goethe-Institutes are today located in the EU, the 
neighbouring countries or the other Soviet succession states14.

Apart from this geo-political priority, Germany is strengthening its political, economic and 
therefore also its cultural ties with Asia, above all with China. It maintains in many ways its 
cultural cooperation with North America, and less so with Latin America. The Pacific and Sub-
Saharan Africa are less in the picture.
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