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Introduction

Ursula Lehmkuhl

Communication and communication technology are historical phenomena
that more than many others shaped the common history of Europe and
America during the last three centuries, and both will have an important
impact on the cultural, social, economic and political developments of the
future. Hence, when the Academic Advisory Council of the City of
Krefeld began to think about an appropriate topic for the first Krefeld
Historical Symposium of the new millennium, it did not take long until the
idea of organizing a conference addressing the role of the media and
communication in the history of the Atlantic World was brought forward
and gained momentum. Numerous arguments in favor of this topic were
presented. Catchwords such as medialization and Americanization came
to the fore, and although everybody tried to avoid the G-word we finally
also came up with pointing out the historical importance of the simul-
taneity of globalization and localization as a trend intimately connected
with the history of communication in the Atlantic World.

Communication technology was a crucial catalyst of the historical
emergence of structures and interaction patterns that we categorize today
as global interdependencies. Mass communication technologies develop-
ing since the mid-nineteenth century are part of the process of techno-
globalization that historians are just beginning to reconstruct and analyse
with regard to its historical foundations. It is not by serendipity that the
postmodern theorist David Harvey, in order to describe what globalization
means, uses a phrase that he could have borrowed from James Carey or
Marshall McLuhan.1 Harvey argues that globalization suppresses time and
space. He talks about the “annihilation of space through time” to the extent
that politics, diplomacy, society, institutions, and ideas of the nation-state
have been transformed into an internationalized, market-oriented,
fluctuating, and malleable system.2

Almost everything connected to the globalization process and the way
it expresses itself relies on mass communication and modern communica-
tion technology: the organization of production involving transnational
networks, the international financial system, the convergence of ideas,
systems, and ways of life (such as democracy, individual rights, customs
and habits). Moreover, as Thomas Zeiler argues, the transformations and
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developments taking place during the “American Century” are rooted in
the “technological leaps of transportation improvements . . . Transatlantic
cables, then direct telegraph links to Latin America and connections
through British cable to Asia, allowed American investors and merchants
to communicate faster abroad, thus expanding their markets.”3

Research on the political, social, and cultural dimensions of communi-
cation and the development of media technology is well established.4

News agencies, mass journalism, radio, film and television have attracted
the attention of historians on both sides of the Atlantic. How these media
were used as political instruments and how they changed social life are
questions dealt with by historical subfields like diplomatic history, social
history, economic history, and the history of mentalities. However, the
questions how progress in the field of communication technology and the
process of techno-globalization influenced the history of transatlantic
relations and how it shaped global developments and policies during the
“American Century” will be a subject for future research, which we hope
that this book will help to stimulate.

The articles published in this volume start from historical insights into
national, above all German and American, developments of communica-
tion technology, their use and function; these developments are put into
the context of Atlantic history from the seventeenth to the twentieth
century. What was the influence of period-specific media on the structure
and development of the Atlantic World? How did the structure and process
of Atlantic communication change? How did common social spheres
emerge? How were these media used or abused politically? And how was
the history of the Atlantic World influenced by the development of media
and communication technology and its use in a transatlantic setting?

The issues raised by the role of the media in history are quite numerous,
of course. As a first step it was therefore necessary to narrow down the
scope of historical analysis and define specific issue areas and correspond-
ing communication tools that were of particular importance to historical
developments in the Atlantic World. We identified five means of com-
munication or media that from a historian’s point of view are of particular
importance: “speech” or “voice” for the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, the telegraph for the nineteenth century, mass journalism for the
turn of the twentieth century, radio for the 1930s and 1940s and television
for the last third of the twentieth century. Accordingly, the book is
organized in five parts, each covering a certain time span, period-specific
means of communication and specific systematic topics that demonstrate
the interplay of communication technology and crucial socioeconomic
and sociopolitical developments during the period under scrutiny. Apart
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from the overarching comparative perspective, the analysis provided by
the articles in this book is organized according to a tripartite heuristic
concept: chronology, specific historical phenomena central to the period,
and the major period-specific means of communication.

The complexity of the research design produced some methodological
complications or at least challenges. A minor one was bringing together
specialists of different periods in German and American history who have
a special interest in both media and communication history. Far more
challenging was the problem that we needed specific methodologies and
theoretical approaches from communication sciences or cultural studies
in order to solve the complex hermeneutic problems involved in the
analysis of media other than texts, especially the voice and the image and
the interplay of both. Visual literacy is a competence that historians trained
in a traditional text-oriented way usually do not have. Hence we needed
a disciplinary mix of participants in order to fill this gap and to avoid
interpretive and analytical pitfalls. We think that we have been successful
in recruiting methodological, theoretical and empirical competencies that
complemented one another and even more that developed certain syner-
getic effects, the results of which are published in this volume.

In consonance with our preliminary discussions during the planning
period, we decided that “speech” in the form of sermons and religious fairs
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had to be at the very
beginning of our comparative reflections on communication and media in
the Atlantic World. “Speech” was a dominant medium of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, when priests and preachers as mediators or
cultural brokers played a significant role in producing and spreading
knowledge about “America”. This knowledge and the images of America
it transported were of special significance for the settlement of the colonies
and the development of specific political and social structures within
them. The Pietists, especially, had established networks that could be used
for the dissemination of information. The aim of these cultural brokers was
above all to spread “good tidings” at home and abroad. Starting from this
observation we asked the authors contributing to the first part of this
volume to focus on the following questions: Were representatives of
religious, economic and political elites functionalized in order to transport
certain well-defined contents? Was religion used for the construction of
a public sphere? If so, what were the constitutive elements of such a
public? And what were the differences between the colonial public and the
European concept of a representative public? Going beyond our prelimi-
nary discussion during the planning period we learned from Sebastian
Küster that not only sermons and religious ceremonies but also gun salutes
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and church bells had a significant communicative function during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The comments from Hermann
Wellenreuther and Carola Wessel integrate this exceptional means of
communication eloquently and persuasively into a consistent narrative
about the way official messages where communicated and spread in
America and on German territory during the early days.

The second part of the book is dedicated to “communication in the age
of the telegraph”, covering a crucial period in the history of our communi-
cation system. Within the span of a single lifetime, virtually all of the basic
communication technologies still in use a century later came into being:
photography and telegraph (1830s), rotary power printing (1840s), the
typewriter (1860s), transatlantic cable (1866), telephone (1876), motion
pictures (1894), wireless telegraphy (1895), magnetic recording (1899),
radio (1906), and television (1923).5 At the same time the technological
competition between the Old and the New World became a driving force
for the history of transatlantic relations and to a certain extent signifies the
beginning of the techno-globalization process.6

Competition and cooperation developed new dimensions with the
invention of the telegraph and the concomitant emergence of news
agencies. The spreading of telegraph technology was a prerequisite for the
commercialization of information. Knowledge and information sold by
news agencies, which very soon developed trust-like structures, became
more and more standardized. This facilitated those fundamental socio-
economic and sociopolitical changes that James Beniger characterized as
the “control revolution”,7 a historical process representing the beginning
of the restoration of “the economic and political control that was lost . . .
during the Industrial Revolution.” Beniger argues that

before this time, control of government and markets had depended on personal
relationships and face-to-face interactions; now control came to be re-
established by means of bureaucratic organization, the new infrastructures of
transportation and telecommunications, and system-wide communication via
the new mass media . . . [N]ew societal transformations – rapid innovation in
information and control technology, to regain control of functions once con-
tained at much lower and more diffuse levels of society – constituted a true
revolution in societal control.8

Telegraphy, as is shown in the papers presented in Part 2, enhanced the
control capabilities of the political and economic centers and reduced the
importance of economic or political brokers on the spot, like diplomats
and economic agents. The telegraph not only helped to centralize decision-
making processes and thus enabled political and economic control of the
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centers over the distant periphery, the telegraph also narrowed Atlantic
distances and furthered the development of economic and political
interdependencies in the Atlantic World. The papers presented in Part 2
discuss the following aspects and problems: How were the political and
economic decision-making processes during the nineteenth century
influenced by the progress in communication technology, above all by the
invention of the telegraph? How did diplomatic style change as a result
of a growing flow of information and communication via the telegraph?
What was the result of the fact that Europe dominated the production and
distribution of information during the second half of the nineteenth
century? Did the production and distribution system as well as the quality
of information change with the foundation of Associated Press or were
European styles and structures adapted?

Regaining and centralizing control became a crucial functional element
of the technological development of new media and communication
systems during the twentieth century. The political control of public
opinion by instrumentalizing new media like the yellow press and radio
for political purposes is another aspect of the control revolution, which
according to Beniger encompasses mainly two essential elements, both of
them are at the center of the analyses presented in part three and four:
“Influence of one agent over another, meaning that the former causes
changes in the behavior of the latter; and purpose, in the sense that
influence is directed toward some prior goal of the controlling agent.”9

With the turn of the century the mass production of print media became
possible because of technological innovations in the context of paper
production and the printing process. Print media, daily journals and
especially weekly magazines became the medium of a critical style of
journalism.10 The Muckrakers, representatives of the political and
intellectual elite, criticized the social and cultural consequences of techno-
logical progress, thereby highlighting the negative effects of moderniza-
tion and modernity. Severe criticism and the search for a solution of the
social and cultural problems accompanying the industrialization process
also characterized the political and intellectual discussions in Germany.
On both sides of the Atlantic the process of modernization and the icons
of modernity lost their unequivocally positive connotation. The new
critical perspectives were transmitted to a broad public via the widely
circulated new print media. Journalism, especially muckraking journal-
ism, was the way to discuss problems of modernity critically. Taking these
premises into account, part three focuses on the following questions:
Which elements of “modernity” and “modernism” were actually criticized
and how? What was the relation between social and political criticism?
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How did governments react to the new style of journalism? What is the
connection between “muckraking journalism” and “muckraking style”?
Which functionalities of “muckraking journalism” were adopted in
Europe? Was there a “unique” tradition of muckraking journalism in
Germany?

During the 1920s and 1930s radio was popularized. Like mass journal-
ism and the muckraking press it served different purposes in the functional
sense mentioned above.11 Education and entertainment were the first
among them, but during the 1930s politics became more and more
important. The radio very soon became instrumentalized and politically
abused. Not only Josef Goebbels recognized the political importance and
effects of reaching the people directly via radio; Franklin D. Roosevelt
also used the radio to transmit his political messages in the form of
“fireside chats” and thus, to a certain extent, became the first media
president of the United States. The political instrumentalization of radio
became possible also because the attitude of the consumer towards the
mass media and media technology changed. Aspects that need to be
scrutinized are the relation between “fact and fiction” (one could mention,
for example, the reactions provoked by Orson Welles’ The Invasion from
Mars, 1940), and between information and propaganda, which became
more opaque. The radio offered also a possibility to articulate political
resistance. Atlantic cooperation, for example in form of British and
American support for German exile radio, is of special importance in this
context. The articles presented in part three cover these two sides of the
new mass medium, the aspect of production and of consumption and its
respective political and social dimensions by applying Foucault’s concept
of the dispositif adapted by Hickethier for the analysis of the interplay of
technology, content and reception patterns.12 The following questions are
addressed: What were the political and social conditions for the production
and reception of broadcasts? What was the function and goal of propa-
ganda? Were there competing propaganda ideologies in the context of
transatlantic warfare? When and why did an event become newsworthy?
How did radio affect social life?

Like the telegraph, radio developed important transnational dimen-
sions. Radio from the very beginning was a hyper-national medium over-
coming national borders and cultural constraints.13 Hence not only radio’s
effect on social life has to be pinpointed but also its transnational impact.
The transnational effects of radio in times of crisis are analysed by Lewis
Erenberg who focuses on the role of radio and swing music during World
War II, while Inge Marszolek tries to discover the comparative dimensions
of the way radio shaped social life in the United States and Germany.
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Looking at radio as a transnational medium involves methodological
consideration going beyond a mere comparative approach and tackling the
difficult question of what transnational history is and how a transnational
approach to the study of broadcasting should look like. How can a
transnational approach help us to understand the way non-national influ-
ences are operating in times of international crises? What is the function
of transnational developments in each nation’s domestic setting?

Although television became a mass medium at least in the United States
as early as the 1950s, we did not go back that far in television history, but
decided to focus on the 1980s and 1990s, when film and television were
discovered as a means to communicate the past, especially the historical
experience of the Holocaust. To focus on the function of the TV as history
educator or the producer of historical knowledge is a fruitful undertaking
because of the well-known effect of television as a modernized form of
the ancient Greek agora. Television is an arena for debate on public affairs,
society, and history. The mass effect of these debates has a deep impact
on “public opinion” and the public sphere.14

The public and political demand to tackle the psychological and social
problems in German society stemming from the experiences during the
Third Reich, put forward especially by the student movement, was taken
up with far greater effect by the American mini series ‘Holocaust’, which
was shown on German television in 1978, than by high school teachers,
history professors or the institutions for political education that were
officially in charge of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coping with the past).
Television became (among other things) the prime medium to produce
public memory and to communicate problems of the past, especially the
Holocaust, to a broad audience. Although the medium as well as the topic
were the same, Germany and the United States developed specific ways
and means to represent the Holocaust on the screen, thereby perpetuating
differences in the existing cultures of memory. It was therefore necessary
to address certain perspectives dealing with the intricate interplay of
television and the visual representation of the Holocaust and public
memory: What are German and American specificities of using and
presenting history in film and television? How are these specificities
connected to the respective national “culture of memory”? How does the
representation of history as “fiction” (film) or “document” influence the
content of public memory? What are the differences between the United
States and Germany with regard to the content of remembering National
Socialism and the Holocaust? Is the German way to deal with questions
of guilt and expiation Americanized by the reception and the massive
impact of the Hollywood way of remembering the Holocaust?
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The control revolution is certainly one of the most important secular
trends accompanying techno-globalization processes induced and led by
the media discussed in this volume. It encompasses not only control over
the agents and information producers on the political and economic level
but also control of demand and consumption. The communication of
information about goods and services to a mass audience demanded mass
communication technology, like the radio and television but also journals
or for example mail-order catalogues, “to communicate information about
goods and services to national audiences in order to stimulate or reinforce
demand for these products; at the same time, it requires a means to gather
information on the preferences and behavior of this audience – reciprocal
feedback to the controller from the controlled.”15 One major result of the
control revolution had been the emergence of the so-called Information
Society. The concept dates from the late 1950s and the pioneering work
of an economist, Fritz Machlup, who first measured that sector of the
United States’ economy associated with what he called “the production
and distribution of knowledge.”16 The research presented in this book
shows that certain characteristics of the Information Society already
existed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As Carola Wessel
summarizes in her commentary: “Most people introduced to us by the
articles [in part one, U. L.] were secular leaders or leaders of religious
groups. They were used to dealing with the word, be it the word of God
or other words, and to communicate messages to other people. In addition,
especially the Pietists had established networks that could be used for the
dissemination of information. It helped to have commercial ties that could
also be used for religious purposes.”17

Other important media could have been discussed. The telephone and
the Internet are just two that immediately come to mind; another one is the
Gutenberg press.18 Although the invention of printing from movable types
had a critical effect upon our civilization, we did not deal with the so-
called “print revolution” of the late fifteenth century, because a compara-
tive analysis of these effects in Europe and America would not have been
feasible for obvious reasons. (In 1492, when Columbus arrived at a tiny
subtropical island about 370 statute miles southeast of present-day Florida,
Europe was undergoing severe religious, linguistic, and socioeconomic
changes, while America was still populated by Indians.) Although there
exists some research about Indian traditions of communication,19 the
comparative base and a common topic fitting the tripartite heuristic model
of analysis were lacking.

We also deliberately left out the problem of the Internet and cyberspace.
As historians, we are aware that the Internet and especially the way it



Introduction

9

interacts with other more traditional modes of communication will be a
central focus of research on the development of the communication
system of the twenty-first century. Especially the blending and dual use
of different media like video games and the Internet, printed journals and
electronic journals, email, instant messaging and telephone, mobile phone
and short message service (SMS) will have a deep and critical impact on
the communication structures of the future. However, the Internet and the
phenomenon of cyberspace did also not really fit the tripartite structure of
analysis that we developed for this book. We wanted to combine the
analysis of a medium with a certain message it transported, and in this
regard television as a medium, which among other things transported the
immediate German past into German and American living rooms, was our
first choice.

Since this is a book on ways and means of communication and com-
munication technologies, it might be appropriate to consider it as akin to
a user’s manual. How is one to read or use this book? The answer to this
question has to begin with the character and scope of the Krefeld Sym-
posia. These are organized as workshops with about thirty participants
who are all actively involved in the conference as paper givers, commen-
tators or chairs. The conference focuses on discussion. All papers are
distributed to all participants well ahead of the conference itself. All
participants have read the papers before the beginning of the symposium;
none of the papers is actually presented. Instead the speakers have 10
minutes to present only major theses of their paper and each commentator
has 15 minutes for an opening statement. The general discussion, which
is tape-recorded, usually lasts 2 hours per session. After the symposium
the authors are encouraged to revise their papers for publication on the
basis of the discussion. Tapes are provided for this purpose. Hence the
comments and the discussion are at least as important for the final version
of the papers – the articles presented in this book – as the authors’ research
and ingenuity. All participants have shared with us their knowledge and
have made substantial contributions, without which this volume would not
exist. We therefore suggest the following way of reading this result of
scholarly cooperation. Since the commentators have of course summar-
ized key points of the papers, we suggest that those readers who are inter-
ested in quick information start with the comments. We hope, however,
that they will very soon develop a deeper interest in the papers themselves
and finally will get involved in reading them. Those readers who are
interested in a particular period or a specific medium or topic presented
and analysed might start with that part of the book covering his or her spe-
cific interests and go ahead with the other parts later on. The bibliography
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gives an idea of the scholarship on which papers, comments and inter-
ventions by participants in the sessions are based. We hope that this
information is useful for those who, while reading the papers and
comments, develop an interest of their own in tackling one of the many
open questions mentioned in the papers and comments and envisage
embarking on a research project of their own. The bibliography will
provide a survey of the relevant literature. However, it is also meant for
readers who wish to teach a course on aspects of Atlantic communication.
The information provided facilitates the preparation of course material and
reading lists.

It has been mentioned in previous volumes, but I think that it is
worthwhile reiterating: the City of Krefeld generously participated in and
financially supported this conference. It is a singular and remarkable effort
by an urban community to contribute to national and international
scholarship and understanding. Krefeld was and is the only city in
Germany and the United States undertaking such an effort, devoting time
and energy as well as funds to this scholarly enterprise. This is why special
thanks are due to those who are politically responsible and those who are
academically involved in preparing the conferences. We also wish to
express our gratitude to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German
Research Council) who financed the travel expenses of our American
participants.

Many hands helped to make the conference and the volume possible.
It would be impossible to name them all. Some, however, deserve to be
mentioned; first among them Friedhelm Kutz, head of the marketing
office of the City of Krefeld. He made us feel not only welcome but at
home during our four days in Krefeld. He prepared the necessary ambi-
ance to make fruitful discussions and scholarly interchange possible.
Thanks are also due to Stefanie Schneider, who was responsible for the
Web presentation of the conference, and who managed the tape recording,
copying and distribution of the taped discussions, so that the ideas that
were voiced during the intense communication process did not get lost and
could be used for the revision of the papers. We also have to thank Stephen
Aranha, who helped us prepare the manuscript for the publisher, looking
for inconsistencies in footnotes, in spelling and in formatting. He never
lost his good sense of humor – even in times when his boss (one of the
editors) was torturing him with emails and telephone calls sometimes very
early in the morning, because time was running short and the publisher
was growing impatient about receiving the manuscript. Last but not least
we have to thank Berg Publishers and especially Kathleen May and
Felicity Howlett for their amiable way of putting pressure on us, as well
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as the copy editors of Berg Publishers for their meticulous work on the
manuscript. Everybody mentioned here contributed to the final product in
a particular way. This book is evidence of successful scholarly teamwork.
Thanks to all members of the Krefeld Team 2002.
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1
Evangelical Revivals as
Communicative Spheres in the
Colonial Era

Frank Lambert

The nature of settlement in British North America encouraged religious
pluralism, thus assuring that the Word of God for America would have
multiple meanings. Relying on trading companies and individuals to
finance and organize individual colonies, the English Crown granted
charters that permitted the colonizers to determine religious matters. In
addition, some of the adventurers offered extensive religious toleration to
attract settlers. Despite the diversity of religious opinion, the colonial
period provides three Words that have had wide appeal and lasting
influence in the American collective memory. The first, stated most
explicitly in the Puritan settlement in New England, is the idea of America
as a Christian Nation, expressed by Governor John Winthrop as establish-
ing a “City upon the Hill.” The second, voiced by many groups seeking
refuge from persecution, particularly in the Middle Colonies, is the notion
of America as a Haven of Religious Liberty. And, the third, coming from
a number of evangelical groups with rich revival traditions such as
German Pietists and Scottish Presbyterians, is the expectation of periodic
“Great Awakenings,” or extraordinary outpourings of God’s grace just as
faith seems to be at its weakest.

To explore how various transplanted Europeans interpreted the Word
of God as America’s Word, this chapter examines three communicative
spheres in the colonial period. The first is the private or semi-private
sphere of seventeenth-century Puritan New England where the religious
faith and practice occurred largely within the confines and under the
direction of local congregations. Upon arrival in Massachusetts Bay in
1629, Puritans declared that they had entered into a covenant with God,
and as a chosen people they would organize their society as a Christian
Commonwealth. That meant establishing ecclesiastical and political
institutions that bound their constituents to each other and to God through
a series of sacred covenants. At the center was the local congregation,
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whose members consisted solely of “visible saints,” or those who could
demonstrate that they were of the Elect. Educated, ordained ministers had
the task of ensuring that all local beliefs and practices conformed to
Scripture and reason. Moreover, only Church members could participate
in political affairs within towns, which functioned as “Christian Utopian
Closed Corporate” communities.1 One of the main responsibilities of
ministers and magistrates was to defend religious purity and religious
freedom, which to Puritans were the same. Indeed, they defined the latter
as freedom from error. One Massachusetts minister, Nathaniel Ward, made
clear that those of a different mind should go elsewhere, writing, “all
Familists, Antinomians, Anabaptists, and other Enthusiasts shall have free
Liberty to keep away from us, and such as will come to be gone as fast as
they can, the sooner the better.”2

The second sphere is that created by the Great Awakening, an ecu-
menical revival whose inclusive, global perspective challenged exclusive,
parochial views and began to move religion into the public realm. While
revival services occurred within churches, they also spilled out into the
public sphere, into marketplaces, taverns, coffee houses, and public parks.
Ordained ministers played an important role, but the laity joined the
debate over theological issues and sought to change public policy
governing the practice of religion in colonies with establishment laws.
Inspired by German Pietists who sought to deepen their own personal faith
while also spreading the gospel throughout the world, the revival arrived
in America from England as an “imported Divinity” that confronted local
ministers with competition while offering the laity choice.3 The dynamic
Anglican itinerant preacher, George Whitefield, was the instrument that
brought Americans into the transatlantic revival, and he arrived with two
notions that turned the colonial religious world upside down. First, he
directed his message at the individual, proclaiming that the “One Thing
Needful” was a personal conversion, or, a New Birth experience. By
making individual experience authoritative, rather than theological creed
or Church covenant, the revivalists strengthened the laity and weakened
the clergy. Second, Whitefield proclaimed that the “whole world [was his]
parish,” thereby ignoring geographical and denominational boundaries
within which churches and sects had exercised discipline over their
members.4

The third sphere was the free marketplace of religion that emerged
gradually from the ecumenical revival and found fuller expression during
the American Revolution. Dissenters resisted the control of both the clergy
of established churches and the political leaders who supported them and
insisted that churches should be voluntary organizations with no govern-
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ment support or control and that individuals should be free to choose
among competing faiths. Americans were on the move in the eighteenth
century with a rapidly growing population expanding westward and
spilling over the Appalachian Mountains. Doubling every twenty-five
years, the population rose from both a favorable birth rate and from
immigration. Most of those arriving voluntarily came from Germany and
Scotland, including many evangelicals. Ten of the colonies had some form
of religious establishment, but the state-supported Churches lacked the
institutional machinery to incorporate and control the growing, more
diversified population. Especially along the frontier where the established
Churches were weakest, men and women chose among competing sects
in a de facto free religious market long before the Founders recognized
religious freedom as a natural right. The South Carolina Anglican minister,
Charles Woodmason, provided a first-hand description of the religious
competition he faced in the backcountry as invaders from northern
colonies overran his remote parish: “Itinerant Teachers, Preachers, and
Imposters from New England and Pennsylvania – Baptists, New Lights,
Presbyterians, Independents, and an hundred other Sects – so that one day
you might hear this System of Doctrine – the next day another.”5

In each of the spheres considered, Americans represented themselves
in particular ways to Europeans. New England Puritans judged European
Protestantism to have become so corrupt by abandoning Reformation
principles that “true” Christians should remove themselves from such
influence. Cotton Mather made the case in his Magnalia Christi Ameri-
cana (1702) interpreting the Puritan migration as bringing “the WONDERS
of the CHRISTIAN RELIGION” from East to West, from the Old World
to the New, “flying from the depravations of Europe, to the American
Strand.”6 Jonathan Edwards, pastor at Northampton, Massachusetts,
considered it noteworthy “that America was discover’d about the Time of
the Reformation . . . which Reformation was the first Thing that God did
towards the glorious Renovation of the World, after it had sunk into the
Depths of Darkened Ruin, under the great Antichristian Apostacy.” Now
with the “new World . . . (as it were) created . . . God presently goes about
doing some great Thing to make Way for the Introduction of the Churches
Latter-Day Glory.”7 Given that perspective, the best New England
Puritans could do for Europe was to offer an example of the possibilities
of a Commonwealth based firmly on the Word of God and Reformation
principles.

But, when the faith of second- and third-generation Puritans weakened,
they found hope for revival of “true piety” in “the Midst of Europe.” In a
typical jeremiad or warning, Boston divine, John Higginson, called on his
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parishioners to remember their origins: “New England is originally a
plantation of Religion, not a plantation of Trade.”8 While Cotton Mather
reminded readers that they had failed to live up to the lofty mission of their
forefathers, he also directed them to look back to Europe, specifically to
Halle in Lower Saxony where a group of German Pietists had dedicated
themselves to “advance True, Real, Vital Piety, and such a Knowledge of
a Glorious Christ, as will bring the Children of Man, into the Service of
their only Saviour.” Mather noted that the small band of dedicated Pietists
had developed a global reach through establishing schools, colleges,
orphan-houses, pharmacies, printing presses, and mission posts stretching
from Europe to Africa and Asia. In language that would conjure images
of New England’s shining “City on a Hill,” Mather wrote that the work
emanating from Halle “begins to feel a Warmth from the Fire of God,
which thus flames the Heart of Germany, [and begins] to extend into many
Regions.” He concluded by hoping that this “Good News from a Far
Country” would promote “Right Christianity and a Glorious Revival of
the Primitive” or Scripture faith.9

It was the third sphere that was most distinctive for America. Britain and
Europe had experienced the evangelical revival as well, but, for the most
part, strong state Church traditions channeled the movement into existing
structures or checked it at the margins. With much closer Church-state
relations and more fully developed ecclesiastical institutions, with few
exceptions state Churches exercised effective discipline over wayward
members. On the other hand, when America’s founders sought to create
a “more perfect union” in 1787, they viewed the sectarian, pluralistic, and
contentious character of American religion as a threat to unity. Their
solution was to give the proposed consolidated government no voice in
religious affairs. Then, the First Amendment gave constitutional weight
to the free market of religion where individuals would have “free
exercise” in choosing among competing, voluntary Churches. That meant
all claims, including that of America as a “Christian” nation, would be
contested through persuasive argument rather than state or church fiat.

Closed, Covenanted Communities

The preached Word of God stood at the center of Puritan worship. After
an opening prayer, scripture reading, and Psalm singing, the pastor would
deliver his sermon according to the “Plain Style” that characterized
Puritan preaching. He would first read a biblical text, and then explain or
“open” it in its context. Then he would proceed to make a “few and
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profitable points of doctrine out of the natural sense,” and, finally, apply
“the doctrines rightly collected, to the life and manners of men in a simple,
plain speech.”10 It would be difficult to overestimate the place of the
sermon in Congregational worship. As one scholar observed, “Puritan life,
in the New England theory, was centered upon a corporate and communal
ceremony, upon the oral delivery of a lecture.”11 While individuals
engaged in daily private devotion centered on Bible-reading, they
gathered as a covenanted community to hear the Word of God preached
by one educated and called for that sacred task.12 Though a literate people,
New England Puritans believed that “the voice of Christ was made
known . . . by the Bible, and then by the Bible as preached from the
pulpit.”13

New England Puritans believed that preaching was the primary means
of conveying the Word of God and that sound preaching required sound
theological education. Scripture contained truth, but its messages were
often hidden or obscure, and someone with a divine calling must “open”
the Bible’s proper meaning. Thus, a central goal of Harvard was to instruct
students intended for the ministry in biblical interpretation. But biblical
study involved more than a close reading of biblical texts; it also meant
mastering the doctrinal teachings of the giants of Reformation faith who
had systematically set forth the Bible’s great truths. As one Puritan
exclaimed, “What worthy Ministers did that first age of the Reformed
Churches yeeld? as Luther, Calvin, Martin Bucer, Cranmer, Hooper,
Ridley, Latymer, &c. What a wonderfull measure of heavenly light did
they of a sudden bring into the Church? and that out of the middest
of darknesse and Popery.”14 However indebted the Puritans were to
sixteenth-century reformers for ideas and inspiration, they maintained that
it was not those mortals, but God’s Word itself, that was the “same
schoolmaster” of true Christians of all ages. Their primary task as
ministers then was that of expounding the Word, and how to do that
properly was the heart of the curriculum at Harvard and Yale in their
formative years. 15

To serve the truth, theological education was devoted to honing an
intellectual sword that would slay all opposing claims, especially those
advanced by papists. While Calvin’s thought on such doctrines as the
sovereignty of God, predestination, and limited atonement provided raw
material for Puritan learning, it was insufficient. What was lacking was
what English Puritan Richard Baxter called “method.” He believed that
“truth should be long studied and diligently elaborated, ‘till it be con-
cocted into a clear methodical understanding, and the Scheme or Analysis
of it have left upon the soul its proper image, by an orderly and deep
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impression.’” Harvard and Yale students pored over Samuel Willard’s A
Compleat Body, New England’s greatest effort in “method,” in order to
“organize and classify all doctrines methodically before they endeavored
to write sermons.” Other texts at Harvard and Yale that offered systematic,
methodical exposition of all knowledge included William Ames’ Medulla
Sacrae Theologiae and John Wollebius’ The Abridgement of Christian
Divinity. Early in the eighteenth century Cotton Mather recommended a
new systematic work, Petro van Mastricht’s Theoretico-Practica Theo-
logia; within its 1,300 pages “the whole of Christian theology and
morality, theory and practice, is laid out with a minuteness and precision
that bring a hundred years of methodizing to a stupendous fulfillment.”16

Armed with a sound biblical education, a graduate was prepared to
accept a “call” from a local congregation to become its teacher or pastor.
In Puritan New England, churches were local, autonomous communities
resting on the Word of God as expressed in two solemn covenants, and it
was the minister’s primary responsibility to uphold those holy compacts
through preaching. The first was the Covenant of Grace wherein God
granted his grace to individuals, not because they merited his favor, but
because of his own goodness. As Calvinists, Puritans embraced the
doctrine of predestination by which God foreordained some to salvation
and some to damnation. Because it was to the Elect alone that the
Almighty extended the Covenant of Grace, the place of evangelistic
preaching within a Calvinist tradition is puzzling for many. Why preach
the good news of Christ’s sacrificial death to all if God, before human
existence, had already decided the ultimate fate of each man and woman?
Calvin’s answer was that the gospel must be preached to all persons
everywhere because the visible Church could not distinguish between
saint and sinner. Moreover, while the Church could not guarantee
salvation for anyone, it was, in Calvin’s theology, “the only route to
grace.” Unlike some of the eighteenth-century revivalists, Calvin taught
that regeneration was a lifelong process rather than a sudden, wrenching
“new birth.” Growth in grace rested on “a rational understanding of
[God’s] word as well as on illumination by the Spirit”. And the Christian
in his or her daily behavior was to strive always for the elusive goal of
moral perfection, believing that a life of disciplined faith was a clear
indication that he or she was numbered among the elect.17 It was evan-
gelical preaching then that informed men and women of the possibilities
of divine election and convinced them of the insufficiency of their own
good works.

The second covenant central to Puritan life was the Church covenant
that all members of a local congregation signed. The purpose of this
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compact was to “knit saints into one visible body.” According to a leading
Puritan divine, Richard Mather, “Some union or band there must be
amongst them, whereby they come to stand in a new relation to God, and
one towards another, other then they were in before: or else they are not
yet a Church.” New Englanders believed that the Church covenant rested
on “the Word” and was essential for keeping their faith pure. Puritan
minister, John Cotton, declared, “Our principall care and desire is to
administer and partake in all, and no more then all, the ordinances of
Christ himselfe, and in all those (so farre as the Lord hath lent us light) in
their native puritie and simplicitie, without any dressing or painting of
humane inventions.”18 Thus, the church covenant served as a constant
reminder that the saints subscribed to the authority of God’s Word,
especially as preached by those called especially for that sacred task.

Church covenants did not, however, protect Puritans from spiritual
indifference or even decline within their own ranks. As early as the 1660s,
most New Englanders could not meet the exacting requirements for full
membership in local Churches, leading a synod of pastors to contrive a
“Half-Way Covenant” to tie inhabitants to the local congregation, albeit
in a non-voting capacity.19 Any number of factors contributed to the
decline: the lack of an adequate supply of orthodox ministers to serve the
rapidly expanding population, especially along the frontier; increased
“worldliness” occasioned by growing affluence and the “Baubles of
Britain” arriving daily from London; the rationalist teachings of the
Enlightenment that elevated human reason at the expense of divine
revelation.20 To some Puritans, the Church was in a deep sleep and needed
to be awakened.

While Puritans believed that most of the time God dispensed his grace
through ordinary means, such as preaching, prayer, Bible-reading, and
public worship, they also held that upon occasion God chose to pour out
His mercy through the extraordinary means of revivals. Pastor Samuel
Torrey explained in a 1695 election sermon delivered in Boston when and
how God attempted to save his people when ordinary means failed:

At some times, and in some cases God doth in Sovereign Mercy, Save his
Churches and People, both from Sin and Judgment, in a more immediate and
extraordinary way of working by himself . . . There are certain times and
extraordinary cases wherein God thus Saves his People by himself . . . when
their Condition . . . is altogether hopeless and helpless.21

In the preface to Torrey’s sermon, Samuel Willard, pastor at Boston’s
Old South Church, explained that “when Good men in all Orders find all
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attempts to recover a Backslidden People awfully to be frustrated,” they
need not despair because God often intervened to save a people though
times are “so black.”22

Solomon Stoddard, pastor at Northampton, Massachusetts from 1670
to 1725, explained that revival came in two distinct expressions: “some-
times more General and sometimes more Particular.” “It is more General,”
he observed, “when it is throughout a Country, when all Parts of a Land
there is turning to God.” The only historical example of a general
awakening that he cited was “about Luther’s time, when some Nations
broke off from Popery, and imbraced the Gospel.” However, just as an
entire nation can experience revival, “sometimes the Country doth
generally Decline.” Writing early in the eighteenth-century, Stoddard
lamented that the American colonies were currently in such a state. Not
all revivals were extensive; in fact, most were not. “Sometimes this
reviving is more Particular,” he stated, “when in some particular Towns
Religion doth revive and flourish.” The New Testament described local
awakenings at Sardis and Laodicea. And, referring to the revival then
underway in Northampton as he wrote, Stoddard added, “So it is in this
Case.”23

Revivals became a regular feature of Puritan experience among New
England congregations, none more so than that at Stoddard’s congregation
in western Massachusetts. Under his leadership and that of his successor,
his grandson, Jonathan Edwards, parishioners witnessed eight “harvests”
or revivals over the period 1689 to 1735. Each followed the same pattern.
First, the minister recognized that the congregation had lapsed into an
“extraordinary Dullness in religion,” and that the youth of the upcoming
generation was filled with “Pride, Scornfulness and Ungovernableness.”
Second, the pastor organized special prayer meetings where men and
women offered “Extraordinary Prayer for the Revival of Religion and the
Advancement of Christ’s kingdom on earth.” Third, in addition to
“praying them down,” Stoddard and Edwards promoted revivals by
“preaching them up.” For Stoddard the beginning point in good preaching
was to scare the hell out of people – that is, to convince men and women
that their sins would result in eternal damnation, and that they were
powerless to save themselves. Sinners must understand that they were
totally dependent upon a merciful God for their salvation. Fourth, God did
the rest, pouring out his grace during an “extraordinary” season, a “Time
where there were no small appearances of a divine Work . . . and a
considerable Ingathering of Souls.”24

Thus, when yet another revival began in 1733, it had all the appearance
of those that preceded it: a local awakening that had become part of the
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congregation’s rich evangelical tradition. However, this time what began
with all the appearance of a particular revival, was but one of several
awakenings in the Atlantic World that would merge into a general revival
and reshape New England’s religious communicative sphere. Ironically,
what made the 1733 revival different from early awakenings at Northamp-
ton was not Edwards’ powerful preaching but printed reports of the revival
that circulated far beyond the Connecticut Valley. When Boston pastor,
Benjamin Colman, received Edwards’ letter describing the local revival,
he sent copies to London Dissenters, Isaac Watts and John Guyse, who
replied with a plea that Edwards write a more extensive account of the
revival. Colman and his London correspondents were part of an active
transatlantic letter-writing network through which evangelicals exchanged
reports on local revivals and made suggestions for promoting similar
awakenings elsewhere.25 Upon reading Edwards’ expanded revision,
Watts and Guyse published it in London in 1737 as The Faithful Narrative.
In a preface, they wrote, “never did we hear or read, since the first ages
of Christianity, any event of this kind so surprising as the present narrative
hath set before us.” They declared that the work deserved wide circulation,
arguing that “certainly it becomes us to take notice of such astonishing
exercises of [God’s] power and mercy . . . and it gives us further encou-
ragement to pray, and wait, and hope for the like display of his power in
the midst of us.”26 Edwards’ Narrative, especially as it converged with
John Wesley’s visit to the German Pietists at Halle, inspired the Oxford
Methodists, a group of evangelical students dedicated to the practice of
piety and the global spread of the gospel. Wesley recorded in his diary: “I
read the truly surprising narrative of the conversions lately wrought in and
about the town of Northampton, in New England. Surely this is the Lord’s
doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes.” And when George Whitefield
arrived in New England in 1740, he desired especially to visit Northamp-
ton, “having read in England, an account of a remarkable work of
conversion there, published by their Pastor the Rev. Mr. Jonathan
Edwards.”27

The “Whole World is My Parish”

New Englanders were accustomed to revivals but they were ill prepared
for the “great and general awakening” that descended upon them in 1740,
arriving like the mighty rush of wind associated with the first Day of
Pentecost. All their previous revivals had been “particular” or local affairs
under the direction of the settled ministry; this one was “general” or global
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and inspired by an outsider. When George Whitefield in 1739 attracted
crowds of 20,000, 40,000, and even 60,000 in London’s public parks with
thousands professing a New Birth or conversion experience, evangelicals
believed that a mighty Work of God was underfoot, one as extensive as
that of the Reformation. With its growing popularity, the revival became
a newsworthy event that garnered front-page coverage in newspapers
throughout England and America. A group of New England laymen
attested to the effectiveness of the advance publicity in Boston, noting that
Whitefield’s “Name and Character were very great among us before his
Arrival. He had made such a Noise and Bustle in Europe and America, that
the Expectations of the People and their Curiosity were very much rais’d
both to see him, and hear him preach.”28

Whitefield lived up to the advance billing. His inaugural sermon in
Boston was to an overflow crowd of 4,000 at Benjamin Colman’s meeting
house. One admirer described his performance in delivering the message
of regeneration or New Birth: “he uses much gesture, but with great
propriety: every accent of his voice, every motion of his Body, speaks, and
both are natural and unaffected. If his delivery is the product of art, ’tis
certainly the perfection of it, for it is entirely unconcealed.”29 Crowds
continued to grow: 6,000 the next day at South Church and 8,000 at Old
Brick Church, with many people at both places unable to enter the
overcrowded buildings. As many as could pressed up against the windows
to catch a glimpse of the celebrated preacher while others spilled out into
the church yard to hear his booming voice. New England’s religious
structures were inadequate for the popular revival. At one service, as
Whitefield prepared to preach, someone in the balcony broke a board to
make a seat, and the sound “triggered a panic.” Thinking that the gallery
was falling, several people jumped onto the crowd below, and before the
panic subsided, five people were killed in the crush. Whitefield “remained
bent on preaching” and moved the service to Boston Common where he
preached in a driving rainstorm. Remarkably, no one in the audience left
as the evangelist “drew from the event powerful applications” about death,
sin, and the necessity of the New Birth.30

Historians have offered many explanations for why thousands thronged
to hear Whitefield. Two seem particularly noteworthy for analysing
changes in America’s religious communicative sphere. First, he enabled
men and women to participate in a much larger evangelical community
than that afforded by their local parishes. Clearly something grand and
rare was occurring in salvation history, and Whitefield invited Americans
to become part of it. Through hearing the same sermons that the evangelist
had delivered in London in similar settings and by reading of similar
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responses by audiences throughout the Atlantic World, colonial evan-
gelicals joined an “imaginary” evangelical community of far-flung
members, most of whom would never meet each other but were aware of
their shared experiences.31 Global in scope and ecumenical in nature, this
awakening could be the long-hoped-for and prophesized Work of God that
would complete the Reformation. Second, while enlarging their vision and
religious community, Whitefield empowered individuals by making the
necessity of the New Birth the single emphasis in his sermons. Moreover,
he dismissed the importance of denominational distinctions and doctrinal
debates. To him, regeneration took place through a divine infusion of
grace within the individual, and thus, that experience, not subscribing to
a church covenant or agreeing with dogma, was authoritative in the crucial
matter of salvation.

The Puritan clergy were divided in their response to Whitefield and the
Work of God that he proclaimed. For one thing, Whitefield introduced a
new popular communicative style, “a rhetoric of persuasion that was
strange to the American ear.” Through his extemporaneous sermons
delivered in everyday language, the itinerant “sought to transcend both the
rational manner of polite Liberal preaching and the plain style of orthodox
preaching in order to speak directly to the people-at-large.” And, his mass
outdoor services ignored the social conventions deemed central to good
order by New England’s Standing Order who “believed traditionally with
Samuel Willard that God did ‘Ordain Orders of Superiority and Inferiority
among men.’” That hierarchical view of society was reinforced every time
congregations met, manifested in “forms of attire, the seating of public
meetings, and patterns of speech.” Pre-revival worship services served to
sustain the prevailing social organization, and in that context, speaker and
audience assumed socially constructed positions, “constantly reminded of
their places in the community.” To many local ministers, the revival’s
revolutionary setting undercut their authority as their parishioners joined
those of other churches and even those outside any church in one undiffer-
entiated audience to hear the gospel preached by an outsider and a
stranger. What defined them as pastors “was not simply the preaching of
the Word but also a direct, authoritarian identification with a specific
flock.”32 Now a “Wandering Levite” came between them and their
parishioners.

The presence of itinerants gave the laity choice, a power that threatened
to turn the Standing Order on its head. Before the revival, the local pastor,
supported by ecclesiastical laws, addressed a captive audience that
gathered once or twice each week for public worship and instruction.
Now, parishioners decided which of competing services they would attend
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and whose authority they would recognize in religious matters. With the
arrival of itinerants such as Whitefield and Gilbert Tennent, a Presbyterian
preacher from New Jersey, local pastors faced competition for the first
time, and their parishioners now had a choice: whether to follow the
outsiders with their powerful message of personal liberation or remain
obedient to the traditions of their parish ministers. To the dismay of their
pastors, thousands began to substitute their personal experience or “secret
Impulses” for the “written Word” of God as the rule of faith and conduct.
Unlicensed itinerants roamed from “Place to Place” without receiving
permission from “the stated Pastors in such Places,” and these intruders
“assemble[d] their People to hear themselves preach,” thus, providing
parishioners with a choice. Individuals without education and with no
“regular Call” engaged in exhorting men and women to follow the Word
of God, a practice deemed by many ministers to be a “heinous Invasion
of the ministerial Office . . . [and] contrary to Scripture.” Groups of New
Lights, as revival devotees were called, separated from their congregations
“to join themselves with and support, lay Exhorters or Itinerants,” again
a practice “opposite to the Rule of the Gospel.” And, finally, New Lights
in the throes of conversion experiences disrupted worship services with
emotional outbursts, manifested by shouting and fainting.33

While some pro-revival ministers invited Whitefield to preach in their
churches, much of his preaching and exhorting occurred outside New
England’s churches.34 It seemed that people everywhere wanted to see and
hear him, and church buildings were often inadequate for the huge
crowds. A Connecticut farmer and carpenter, Nathan Cole, has given us
one of the most colorful accounts of a gathering crowd rushing to hear
him. Throughout 1740, Cole had read or heard frequent accounts of
Whitefield’s preaching in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York. Then
on 23 October, a messenger rode through Cole’s town of Kensington
informing residents that Whitefield had preached at Hartford and Wethers-
field the previous day and was en route to Middletown for a ten o’clock
service that morning. Thereupon, Cole ran from his field to tell his wife
the good news. He and his wife mounted their horse and raced toward
Middletown. As he approached the town, he rode along a ridge and saw
an incredible sight on the road below. At first he thought that it was a cloud
of fog rolling in along the river, but then, as he came nearer to the road,
he could see that

. . . this cloud was a cloud of dust made by the horses’ feet. It arose some rods
into the air over the tops of hills and trees; and when I came within about 20
rods of the road, I could see men and horses slipping along in the cloud like
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shadows, and as I drew nearer it seemed like a steady stream of horses and their
riders, scarcely a horse more than his length behind another, all of a lather and
foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils every jump . . . We
went down in the stream but heard no man speak a word all the way for 3 miles
but every one pressing forward in great haste; and when we got to Middletown
old meeting house, there was a great multitude, it was said to be 3 or 4,000 of
people, assembled together.

The crowd was too large for the structure, so Whitefield preached from
a scaffold erected in the churchyard.35

Whitefield and the itinerants that succeeded him after he departed New
England operated outside the settled Churches in ways other than
preaching outdoors. They refused to submit to any denomination’s
authority. Evangelical Scottish Presbyterians, for instance, implored
Whitefield to become an ordained minister of their persuasion, but he
refused, declaring that the “whole World was his Parish.” Though he
remained nominally an Anglican, he was one of the Church’s severest
critics. Even when a group of “Calvinist” Methodists organized them-
selves into a denomination in England and Wales, Whitefield declined to
assume leadership. As outsiders, evangelical itinerants defined their
audience in the broadest possible terms, directing their message to church
members as well as those affiliated with no church. Indeed, itinerants
warned that subscribing to a covenant or creed or confession of faith was
insufficient for salvation. And, to the dismay of many New England
pastors who supported them, the itinerants charged the settled ministry
with failing to preach the “One Thing Needed.”

Shortly after leaving New England, Whitefield attacked the settled
ministry’s authority by publishing a scathing indictment of Harvard
College, the institution that had prepared them for ministry. As graduates
of Harvard, the ministers found the attack unwarranted and mean spirited,
and they argued that the institution did indeed prepare young men to
preach the Word of God in a sound, orthodox manner. Whitefield’s
accusations included the following: that discipline was “at a low Ebb;”
that tutors neglected to “examine the Hearts of their Pupils,” that “bad
Books are read, Tillotson and Clark, instead of Shepard and Stoddard.”36

Whitefield extended his criticism to Harvard graduates as well, claiming,
“the generality of Preachers talk of an unknown unfelt Christ.” Harvard’s
president and faculty fired back a response that charged Whitefield with
“enthusiasm,” suggesting that the itinerant based his sermons on claims
of direct revelation rather than squarely on the canonical Word of God.
Further, they denounced his “going about in an Itinerant Way,” a practice
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that was “very much to the Detriment of Religion, and the entire Destruc-
tion of the Order of these Churches of Christ, which our Fathers have
taken such Care and Pains to settle.” Clearly, the Establishment considered
Whitefield not only an outsider, but also a dangerous threat to the
“Discipline of the Churches of New England.”37

When the Presbyterian itinerant Gilbert Tennent arrived from New
Jersey in early 1741 to succeed Whitefield, he too attracted large crowds
with an evangelical preaching style aimed at those in a “Slumber of carnal
Security.” Tennent’s father had been instrumental in transplanting the
Scottish Presbyterian tradition of “Communion Seasons” or “Religious
Fairs” to the Middle Colonies.38 Well before Whitefield perfected his
pulpit oratory, Tennent had earned a reputation as a “searching” and
“awakening” preacher. Indeed, when Whitefield first heard the Presby-
terian deliver a sermon, he called him a true “Son of Thunder,” one who
delivered the Word of God as a warning for those who did not repent. He
called on men and women, those within as well as without the church, to
search their hearts for the sin of pride that gave them a false sense of
security in their salvation. He reminded them that God alone was the
dispenser of Grace. Most of all, he warned, “it is high Time to awake out
of Sleep.” In a 1735 sermon published in Boston, Tennent made clear the
message that he continued to preach throughout the Great Awakening:

Awake, Awake Sinners, stand up and look where you are hastning, least you
drink of the Hand of the Lord, the Dregs of the cup of his Fury . . . Awake, ye
secure Moralists, and lifeless, sapless Formalists, who are Strangers to the
Power of experimental Religion . . . Awake every of you that are yet in a
Christless unconvinced State!”39

While his New England audiences found his message of repentance to
be familiar, having heard similar warnings from their own pastors, they
were hardly prepared for Tennent’s attacks on their ministers.

After Whitefield and Tennent left New England, the laity maintained
contact with the transatlantic revival through print. Just as itinerant
preachers extended the communicative sphere in which New Englanders
heard the Word of God, printed reports of the transatlantic revival
informed men and women of a genuine “Work of God” beyond the
boundaries of their parish churches. As they read how thousands through-
out the Atlantic World underwent a life-changing spiritual New Birth, they
too wanted to partake of the experience. Some wondered why their pastor
either did not embrace the revival or, like some, opposed it. And, they
found in the news reports a new reference point for religious experience,
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one that sometimes was at odds with that offered by their pastors. Before
the revival, parishioners tended to take their cues primarily from their
minister, looking to him for interpretation in spiritual matters. They judged
the crucial question of their own salvation or election against the min-
ister’s standards and his understanding of scripture. But, a flood of printed
matter, especially newspapers and revival magazines, brought news to
individuals of an awakening from beyond their parish lines and influenced
the way they experienced and interpreted the Word in their local settings.

Throughout America’s colonial period, the preached word had been the
principal means of conveying the Word of God, although the printed word
had been an important means as well. In Puritan New England, printed
sermons served to reinforce the calling of ministers to interpret scripture
and to extend the reach of the spoken word through time and space. The
Great Awakening introduced a new kind of print and a new role for the
printed word. While printed sermons continued to be popular, newspaper
reports of the revival reinforced the revivalists’ message that a mighty
Work of God was afoot and its progress could be recorded in newsprint
throughout the Atlantic World. Print took the Awakening into the public
sphere as men and women in taverns and coffeehouses read revival reports
in the weeklies. Dr Alexander Hamilton, a Maryland doctor and bon
vivant, traveled through the colonies during the Great Awakening and was
surprised to hear religious discussions in public places among ordinary
people. At inns and taverns, he frequently heard uneducated people
debating the finer points of theology. On a ferry crossing the Connecticut
River he listened to a group of “lower class” people “talk so pointedly
about justification, sanctification, adoption, regeneration, repentance, free
grace, reprobation, original sin, and a thousand other such pritty, chim-
erical knick knacks as if they had done nothing but studied divinity all
their life time and perused all the lumber of the scholastic divines, and yet
the fellows look . . . like clowns.”40

In 1742, Jonathan Edwards saw first-hand how printed reports of
revival elsewhere challenged his pastoral authority. Though a staunch
support of the awakening, Edwards was concerned about some interpreta-
tions of the New Birth. Noting that some converts reduced salvation to a
single emotional outburst, he warned his congregation that genuine
conversion involved the understanding as well as the affections and that
it also translated into changed behavior. He reported that the revival at
Northampton avoided excessive emotionalism “till we were infected from
abroad.” He explained, “Our people, hearing and some of them seeing the
work in other places where there was a greater visible commotion than
here . . . were ready to think that the work in those places far excelled what
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was among us.”41 In other words, Edwards’ congregation accepted as their
standard for judging the New Birth what outsiders reported rather than
what their pastor prescribed.

As the transatlantic revival grew, it became big news, and its progress
filled British and American newspapers. Only war between England and
France rivaled it for front-page coverage when the awakening was at its
peak in the early 1740s. Enamored by the huge crowds that followed
Whitefield and by unusual circumstances surrounding his meetings,
editors found the revival to be an irresistible story. A hill outside Bristol
covered with black-faced miners emerging from the coal pits and con-
frontations in pulpits between Whitefield and London clergymen made
good copy. To revival believers, however, news represented more than
colorful accounts; they provided evidence of an extraordinary “Work of
God.” While a saddler in Dedham, Massachusetts, Samuel Belcher,
testified that he was “first stirred by Whitefield” at a revival meeting, he
added that his faith was reinforced by “news of a revival” occurring
elsewhere.42 Newspaper coverage also publicized upcoming revival
meetings, thus preparing future audiences for hearing the preached Word
of God. Boston minister and revival opponent, Charles Chauncy, wrote
about Whitefield’s advance publicity and its impact on the services that
followed. “The Minds of People in this Part of the World,” he remarked,
“had been greatly prepossest in Favour of Mr. Whitefield, from the
Accounts transmitted of him . . . Accordingly, when he came to Town,
about two Years since, he was received as though he had been an Angel
of God; yea, a God come down in the Likeness of Man.”43 The disad-
vantage of the public prints for revivalists was their sensationalism and,
in some cases, opposition. Opponents soon learned that one of the most
effective ways to counter the revivalists’ claims that they were mere
participants in a Work of God was to suggest that the revival was more the
result of enthusiasm and manipulation.

Growing dissatisfaction with newspaper coverage led evangelicals in
Britain and America to establish revival magazines. One London revivalist
suggested the publication of a magazine devoted entirely to revival news,
a specialty periodical similar to others that began to appear in England
catering to such interests as gardening, literature, and art. In a letter to John
Lewis, a pro-Whitefield printer, he noted that the “polite world have their
Spectators, Tatler’s Guardian’s, and Comedies,” adding that “the Children
of God also [should have] their proper entertainment, their weekly
amusement, their divine miscellany, and the historical progress of their
Lord’s kingdom.”44 By printing their own accounts of the awakening,
revival editors could ensure a steady flow of good news that charted the
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successes and progress of the Work of God. By 1743, revival magazines
were being published in Scotland, England, and New England. The title
of the Boston publication speaks to its purpose: The Christian History,
Containing Accounts of the Revival and Propagation of Religion in Great-
Britain and America. Editor Thomas Prince explained that the magazine
was a response to evangelicals’ thirst for news. “Our pious People were,
last Summer,” he wrote in the first issue, “greatly refresh’d with the glad
Tidings arrived and reprinted here, of a remarkable Revival of Religion
at Cambuslang [Scotland]. He proceeded to fill the first twelve issues with
news from Scotland that tracked “the further Progress of that blessed
Work” in other parts of Scotland.”45 By publishing news of the revival in
Scotland as well as in New England, Prince connected the “Holy Fair”
tradition of the former with the “great awakening” of the latter. And in
subsequent issues, he reprinted revival narratives from even more far-
flung revival centers, thus portraying the revival as a global event.

Editorial transitions from one narrative to the next transported readers
to remote places where men and women responded in similar ways to the
same message. After completing the report from Scotland, Prince wrote,
“having given our pious Readers some entertaining Accounts from
Scotland, we now Return to the Christian History of New-England.” He
divided his “Account of the more surprising and more extensive Revivals
. . . in the present Day” into two parts. The first described the “remarkable
Revival in this Country before Mr. Whitefield’s Arrival hither,” what
Stoddard would have classified as a “particular” revival. Then he wrote
about the “further Progress of the Revival since,” depicting what had
become a “general” awakening.46

Prince took readers back and forth across the Atlantic through his
coverage, always showing how local events were part of a single Work of
God. After returning to Scotland for additional evidence of the revival’s
spreading, he wrote, “having at present closed our religious Accounts from
Scotland, as transmitted by the last Ship from there, we now return to
America, and Begin at the Westernmost End of the British Empire, (about
four Thousand miles to the Westward of Glasgow).”47 His next transition
represented his greatest geographical reach. Prince wrote:

From viewing the joyful Progress of Christianity among the Aboriginal Natives
in the West-Indies, it may be a suitable Transition to pass over the Atlantick
Ocean thro’ the Continents of Europe and Asia, in a strait Course about ten
Thousand Miles, to view the happy Progress of the same Religion among the
Aboriginals at Bengal, Cormandel, Malabar, and the Islands of Ceylon, and
Batavia in the East-Indies.48
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With that breathless sweep, the editor made the revival coextensive with
the British Empire.

Prince also extended the revival’s temporal reach by interpreting it as
an extension of German Pietism, an evangelical movement begun in the
late seventeenth century. He first noted that Pietists in Rotterdam had
recognized the Scottish revival as a genuine Work of God and had
translated the Scottish revival narrative into Dutch. Then Prince discussed
the Great Awakening in Pennsylvania where tens of thousands of German
Protestants had immigrated over the previous forty years. From an account
of the revival in Pennsylvania, the editor then presented a “History of the
Revival of Religion in Germany in the last century,” by way of reprinting
portions of Hermann Auguste Francke’s Pietas Hallensis.49 The book was
an inspiring narrative of how a small group of Lutherans sought to deepen
their faith by adhering to rigorous standards of practical piety in their
community at Halle and at the same time supporting world evangelism
through translating the gospel in many different languages as well as
sending missionaries to places in Africa and Asia. Anglo-American
evangelicals regarded the book as the handbook of practical piety. John
Wesley visited Halle and came away with organizational ideas that would
shape the way he framed the Methodist Church, and George Whitefield
found Pietas Hallensis to be a blueprint for joining works of charity with
evangelism. He ordered his orphanage at Bethesda outside Savannah,
Georgia along the lines Francke described.

Prince published his last edition of the Christian History in 1745. While
the revival would continue in parts of America, particularly in Virginia,
by the end of the 1740s even its most ardent supporters in New England
referred to the awakening in the past tense. Some opponents compared the
revival to a comet that burns brightly for a short time and then is extin-
guished. They pointed out that all the evangelical fuss had left little
changed: no new denominations or institutions belong to the revival’s
legacy. However, the Great Awakening would have profound and lasting
influence by altering the communicative sphere in which Americans
proclaimed and experienced the Word of God. Though the parish system
would remain intact, its boundaries would become much more permeable,
and local ministers would face greater competition.

A Free Marketplace of Religion

Just as Whitefield had attacked Harvard upon his departure from New
England, Tennent leveled a broadside at the Congregational clergy. In a
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reversal of the jeremiads that pastors frequently directed toward their
parishioners, Tennent aimed his best-known sermon at the pastors and
their shortcomings. In his discourse The Danger of an Unconverted
Ministry, he made the condition of the pastor’s soul, not educational
attainment or even orthodoxy, the sole criterion for his worthiness to lead
his congregation. Differentiating between “Natural” and “New-born”
men, Tennent declared, “Natural Men, not having true Love to Christ and
the Souls of their Fellow-Creatures, hence their Discourses are cold and
sapless, and as it were freeze between their Lips.” While some ministers
had picked up the language of conversion during the Great Awakening,
and thus could “prate a little more orthodoxly about the New Birth,”
nevertheless they remained “great Strangers to the feeling Experience of
it.” An unconverted ministry is, he averred, a “dead Ministry, [and] have
not in them the Temper of that Saviour they profess. It’s an awful Sign,
that they are as blind as Moles, and as dead as Stones, without any spiritual
Taste and Relish.” He concluded by suggesting that such was the “Case
of Multitudes” of ministers. Without having undergone a conversion
experience themselves, little wonder that they go about their ministerial
duties “so coldly, and insuccessfully.”50

Tennent and other itinerants assured men and women that they had a
choice, that they did not have to remain within a congregation led by an
unconverted minister or by one who did not preach the New Birth. It was
at this point that the itinerants lost some of their erstwhile ministerial
supporters who came to see these wandering preachers as driving a wedge
between pastor and parishioner. Before the Great Awakening, even in
Pennsylvania and Rhode Island where the absence of religious establish-
ments promoted pluralism, persons exercised little choice in religion.
Most people attended the local parish church and ethnic groups tended to
settle together. While Pennsylvania numbered many different sects, their
members lived together in communities and supported their own congre-
gations. But, in the eighteenth century, a rapidly growing population
meant that people of different faiths were more likely to live in close
proximity with each other. Gilbert Tennent thought that the old private
religious sphere was too rigid and limited the options available to seekers
after the “true” gospel. Specifically, he encouraged people to ignore parish
boundaries in the “Getting of Grace and Growing in it.” While pointing
out the scriptural admonition to hear the Word preached, Tennent asked,
“why we should be under a fatal Necessity of hearing . . . our Parish-
Minister.” He added that he had “known Persons to get saving Good in
their Souls, by Hearing over their Parish-line.” He urged evangelicals to
choose from among the growing variety of printed and preached sermons,
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“seeing at one time we cannot hear all, neither doth the Explication and
Application of all, equally suit such a Person, in such a Time, or Condition,
or equally quicken, and subserve the Encrease of knowledge.”51 While the
Word of God was unchangeable and timeless, how it was proclaimed was
not. Clearly Tennent rejected the notion that one sermonic style – that of
the parish minister – fit all.

By urging men and women to choose among competing ministers,
Tennent advocated what Adam Smith described as a free market of
religion. In his Wealth of Nations published in 1776, the Scottish political
economist analysed systems of exchange, comparing state-regulated
commerce and free trade. But his far-reaching study went beyond
economics and included a section on religious teaching, suggesting that
religion operated in patterns analogous to trade. “The clergy of every
established church,” he wrote, “constitute a great incorporation.” Sup-
ported by the state and protected from competition, “they can act in
concert, and pursue their interest upon one plan and with one spirit, as
much as if they were under the direction of one man.”52 Before 1740, New
England’s settled ministers operated within a regulated religious sphere
known as the Standing Order, which gave them a virtual monopoly within
their own parishes. By contrast, Smith continued, if a society had no
established religion, it would likely have “a great multitude of religious
sects.” Faced with competition on all sides, “each teacher would no doubt
[feel] himself under the necessity of making the utmost exertion and of
using every art both to preserve and to increase the number of his
disciples.” Moreover, a competitive religious market would offer inhabit-
ants choice. “If politics had never called in the aid of religion,” Smith
reasoned, “it would probably have dealt equally and impartially with all
the different sects, and have allowed every man to choose his own priest
and his own religion as he thought proper.”53 New Lights subscribed to
the notion of choice and defied ecclesiastical laws to make certain that
men and women heard the message of the “one Thing needful.”

Upon occasion the choice was made in dramatic confrontations
between parish minister and revival itinerant. On Sunday, 26 July 1741,
parishioners at Stonington, Connecticut walked toward the meeting-house
for morning worship as they and their ancestors had on each Sabbath since
the town’s founding in 1649. Their minister for the past thirty-seven years,
Nathaniel Eells, was an orthodox, Harvard-educated pastor whose stated
goal was “to promote the true Religion of the Holy Jesus, and hand it
uncorrupt to succeeding Generations.”54 But as they approached the
church on this particular Lord’s Day, the townspeople divided; some filed
into the meetinghouse as usual while others veered off toward a spot on
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the village green “under the Trees” where an itinerant evangelist, John
Davenport, was about to preach. A farmer, Joshua Hempstead, described
what happened next in his diary. Out of curiosity aroused by extensive
newspaper coverage, Hempstead had ridden from his nearby home in New
London and joined the “great Number of hearers” standing expectantly
around Davenport.55 What struck him more than anything else about the
unusual proceedings was that on that this Sunday the people of Stonington
had a choice between two different versions of the Word of God.

While we do not have a record of Eells’ sermon that day, we do know
from his writings how he regarded the spiritual empiricism by which New
Lights made one’s conversion experience authoritative. He feared that
“some in our Land look upon what are called secret Impulses upon their
Minds, without due Regard to the written Word, [as] the Rule of their
Conduct.” He thought that the revival was in fact reviving the heresy of
Antinomianism that had threatened the Puritan community a hundred
years earlier. In a dramatic courtroom confrontation in 1636, Anne
Hutchinson had claimed an immediate revelation as sufficient authority
for disregarding certain biblical dictates.56 Eells, as John Winthrop had
before him, insisted that personal experiences must conform “to the pure
Doctrines of the Gospel” and withstand “Arguments fetched from
Scripture and Reason.”57

We do know from Hempstead what Davenport preached that day.
Directing his sermon at Eells’ parishioners, Davenport assumed that most
of the members had never undergone a spiritual conversion, thereby
suggesting that the pastor’s preaching had been misdirected and ineffect-
ive. Like other New Light preachers, Davenport first tried to shake the
sense of security that church members had developed by virtue of being
part of a covenanted community. He warned them that only the indwelling
Spirit could save them through a divine act of regeneration, a New Birth.
Having made them aware of their spiritual peril, Davenport then pro-
ceeded to provide assurance that conversion could come instantaneously
and that the convert could know for certain that he or she had been
redeemed. The itinerant did not blame his audience for their lost condition;
rather, he blamed Eells. While New Englanders were familiar with
jeremiads, they were unaccustomed to attacks on their ministers. For an
outsider to criticize an ordained minister that had been called by a gathered
congregation to preach the Word of God was to question the authority and
integrity of the Congregational polity that had prevailed since the Puritan
fathers had settled the region. Nonetheless, Davenport pressed his case,
and was in Hempstead’s opinion, “Severe in Judging & Condemning Mr.
Eells.” The itinerant’s message and manner appealed to some while
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repelling others, thus presenting the people of Stonington with a clear
choice that Sunday. Hempstead witnessed the choices exercised: “many
of the People in [Davenport’s] Assembly withdrew into the meetinghouse
where Mr. Eells preacht to them as he was wont to do & ye Rest Stayed
by Mr. Davenport until ye Exercise was over.”58

New Englanders based their choices on their own assessments of the
itinerant’s message and performance as illustrated by the responses of two
Connecticut farmers. After listening to Davenport and other itinerants on
several occasions, Joshua Hempstead decided to remain within his New
London congregation as an Old Light, as anti-revivalists were called. In
addition to hearing Davenport preach that day in Stonington, Hempstead
continued to attend the itinerant’s preaching services in and around New
London, probably at the urging of one of his sons. However, his assess-
ment of the evangelist’s message and methods grew more negative. On
Sunday, 27 February 1743, he attended one of Davenport’s meetings and
commented on the sermon: “it was Scarcely worth the hearing,” and he
complained, “the praying was without form or Comelyness. It was
difficult to distinguish between his praying & preaching for it was all
Confused Medley.” Hempstead dismissed the sermon: “he had no Text nor
Bible visable, no Doctrine, uses, nor Improvement nor anything else that
was Regular.”59 In other words, when judged against the Plain Style
sermons that Hempstead was accustomed to and preferred, Davenport’s
sermon fell short. Hempstead also disapproved of New Light exhorters
after hearing a number at a meeting at New London in late 1742. Before
the minister arrived for services, two young men, “Newlight Exhorters
begun their meeting and 2 or 3 Women followed both at once and there
was such medley that no one could understand Either part.”60 Preferring
order to enthusiasm, Hempstead remained an Old Light although at least
one of his sons was a New Light.

Farmer and carpenter, Nathan Cole, from Kensington, Connecticut had
a very different assessment of the New Lights and became one of their
most zealous followers. His response to George Whitefield’s preaching at
Middletown stands in stark contrast to Hempstead’s reaction to Daven-
port, and the difference has more to do with the individuals than with the
itinerants. Hempstead listened with a critical ear that weighed Davenport’s
performance against a traditional standard and found Davenport wanting.
Cole, on the other hand, described a powerful emotional, almost mystical
experience in hearing Whitefield. Upon looking up at Whitefield standing
above him on the scaffold built for the occasion, Cole said the evangelist
“looked as if he was Cloathed with Authority from the Great God.” Then
when he preached, his words gave the farmer “a heart wound,” because
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he began to think that he was not one of God’s Elect. Indeed, when he went
home that day, Cole was miserable. He wrote, “I was loaded with the guilt
of Sin, I saw I was undone for ever; I carried Such a weight of Sin in my
breast or mind, that it seemed to me as if I should sink into the ground
every step.” But later, “in the twinkling of an Eye, as quick as A flash of
lightning” God appeared to him offering grace and forgiveness, and Cole
said, “my burden was fallen off my mind; I was set free.”61 As a result of
his conversion, Cole separated from the Congregational Church, became
a lay exhorter who helped organize a Separatist Church in Kensington, and
eventually joined the Baptist Church.

Hempstead’s and Cole’s choices represent two possibilities along a
range of options prompted by the Great Awakening. In communities and
congregations across New England and throughout America, the revival
confronted individuals with questions of how and where they wished to
worship. Many looked at events surrounding the revival and, like Hemp-
stead, were skeptical that they constituted a “Work of God” as claimed by
revivalists. These Old Lights remained within their congregations,
preferring the doctrinal clarity and liturgical order to the evangelicals’
“errors and disorders.” Some of these Old Lights sought even more order
and left their Congregational or Presbyterian churches to join the Church
of England with its episcopal hierarchy and liturgical worship. New Lights
also exercised a range of choices. Some, who embraced the revival’s
message but rejected its excesses, remained within their congregations and
gave their local churches more of an evangelical emphasis. Fearing that
their pastor or a majority of their co-worshippers were “unconverted”,
others separated from their congregations and formed new churches
altogether. Still others, like Cole, became seekers, first joining one or more
Separatist bodies and then gravitating toward the Baptists who became the
fastest-growing group in the colonies.

From the perspective of settled ministers, the Great Awakening turned
an orderly communicative sphere into an unregulated free-for-all.62 New
Lights questioned their authority, and indeed, their spiritual state.
Itinerants trampled on their parish boundaries. Unlearned lay exhorters
deigned to expound upon such doctrines as regeneration and sanctifica-
tion. New Lights organized their own schools for training ministers, and
one, the Shepherd’s Tent at New London, attracted more students in 1742
than did Yale.63 And, large numbers of parishioners separated from local
churches, claiming that their covenants did not bind them to unconverted
ministers.

Ministers and magistrates worked together to reassert the authority of
the Standing Order and constrain the New Lights. Moderate New Light
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leaders, such as Jonathan Edwards, lectured the more enthusiastic
revivalists on the necessity of weighing experience against reason and
scripture. The ubiquitous Joshua Hempstead heard Edwards preach
against extremist teachings and practices, bearing witness “agst ye
prevailing disorders & distractions yt are subsisting in the Country by
means of Enthusiasm.”64 Old Lights took stronger steps. One congrega-
tion at Kingston, Massachusetts appointed a committee in 1745 “to see
that there be hooks and staples put to the casements in the meeting-house,
that nobody may get in at unseasonable times to do damage in the
meeting-house.” The church gave the committee explicit power to deal
with the “insolence” of “itinerant ministers” and lay exhorters.65

However, ministers needed help in reinforcing the Standing Order, and
they sought it from the legislature. The Connecticut Assembly responded
in 1742 with the Act for Regulating Abuses and Correcting Disorders in
Ecclesiastical Affairs. The law banned itinerants from entering a parish to
“preach or exhort” without the pastor’s “express invitation.” When New
Lights set up their own school to train ministers, the lawmakers “legislated
it out of business” at the insistence of its opponents. When Massachusetts
Separatists in large numbers left the Congregational churches and joined
Baptist congregations, the legislature stepped in to preserve the status quo
ante revival. Prior to the Great Awakening, the Assembly had granted
exemptions to Baptists and other sects outside Establishment from paying
the ministerial rates. That is, orderly, legally constituted Dissenting sects
could apply their parish tax funds toward the support of their own
ministers. In 1753, the General Court set up a formidable roadblock for
newly organized Baptist congregations to secure exemptions. The
legislature enacted a law requiring a petitioning church to qualify for an
exemption by securing certificates from three other Baptist churches
certifying that the petitioners are indeed “one of their denomination.”66

New Light Separatists and Baptists found the law particularly offensive
because the state gave power to persons outside the congregation to judge
the beliefs of the members, a clear violation of liberty of conscience.

Despite opposition from the ministers and magistrates, New Light
Churches flourished during the years between the Great Awakening and
the American Revolution. Almost three hundred Separatist or Separate
Baptist congregations sprang up in New England alone. And, by 1776, the
legally established Congregational and Episcopal Churches constituted
only about one-third of the total number of congregations in the newly
declared United States, a percentage matched by the fast-growing
Presbyterians and Baptists.67 Several factors explain the evangelicals”
success. First, American religious establishments were relatively weak
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when compared with European state Churches. For instance, Anglicans
lacked the institutional machinery necessary to counter aggressive
Dissenters who threatened uniformity. There was no resident bishop to
ensure that parishes were filled with qualified, orthodox priests and to
supervise the clergy. And there were no ecclesiastical courts to maintain
discipline among ministers and parishioners. Both Congregationalists in
New England and Anglicans in the southern colonies were wed to the
parish system, which tended to confine preaching and worship to fixed
positions, not a scheme particularly well suited for a rapidly expanding
population on the move. The number of European inhabitants in British
North America grew an astounding ten fold from 1700 to 1775, from
250,000 to 2,500,000. And much of the population was on the move,
pushing westward in search of arable land.

Second, most of the Irish and German immigrants who flooded into the
colonies in the eighteenth century joined the growing number of Dis-
senters. Many were evangelicals who were sympathetic with the New
Lights. Ulster Presbyterians brought with them their tradition of “Com-
munion Seasons” and tended to identify with the revivalist New Side
Presbyterians of Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Many of the Germans
were evangelicals, identifying either with the Halle or the Herrnhut
Pietists. Settling primarily along the frontier in a great arc from Pennsyl-
vania to the Carolina Backcountry, the newcomers dissented from the
Anglican Establishments.68 Both Germans and Scots sent itinerants to
preach on the frontier.69

The state churches were ineffective in competing with evangelicals in
winning new members, especially along the rapidly expanding frontier.
Trying to beat the itinerant preachers in the Carolina backcountry at their
own game, Charles Woodmason reported failure. He wrote that whenever
he gave notice “to be at such a place at such a Time [for preaching
services], three or four of these Fellows [New Lights] are constantly at my
Heels – They either get there before me, and hold forth – or after I have
finish’d, or the next Day, or for days together.” Given the choice between
Woodmason’s Anglican liturgy as set forth in the Book of Common Prayer
and the evangelicals’ extemporaneous sermons, Backcountry men and
women in overwhelming numbers chose the latter. Woodmason noted that
“twelve months past most of these People were very zealous Members of
our Church and many of them Communicants,” but, he added, the New
Lights have had “Success” and have made “rapid Progress.”70 Fired by
their evangelical mission of preaching the gospel to people everywhere,
inside or outside churches with no regard for parish boundaries, the New
Light itinerants had a competitive advantage over the Anglican clergymen.



Frank Lambert

40

Woodmason explained that within the Anglican polity, “ev’ry Minister has
a Particular and distinct Charge. He has a Circle assigned Him, in which
He is to move and not stir out of. He cannot leave his Church for one
Sunday without leave of the Vestry . . . under Pain of a Fine.”71

Southern Anglicans were no more effective in containing the spread of
New Lights than were northern establishments. The invaders simply
ignored parish boundaries and preached where they wished, while the
weak ecclesiastical establishment protested but did little to stop them.
Defenders of the old parish system would not admit it, a de facto free
marketplace of religion had emerged. The American Revolution would
begin the process of making religious choice and freedom of conscience
a constitutional right. Thomas Jefferson and James Madison are usually
credited with securing the passage of the Virginia Statute for Religious
Freedom, which became the model for the constitutional recognition of
religious liberty as a natural right, but they recognized that they prevailed
only because a majority of Virginians were dissenters who demanded
choice. Reflecting on the triumph of religious liberty, Madison explained
how the measure passed in a legislature dominated by Episcopalians
favoring establishment. “It is well known,” he wrote in 1788, “that a
religious establishment would have taken place in that State, if the
legislative majority had found as they expected, a majority of the people
in favor of the measure.”72 But they did not, and, now, as then, politicians
pronounce what the Word of God means for America at their own peril.
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2
Bridging the Gap: Cultural Mediators
and the Structure of Transatlantic
Communication

Rosalind J. Beiler

On 5 August 1677, a large crowd gathered at Gertrud Dirck’s house in
Amsterdam. The audience included people from different parts of the
Netherlands and was made up of “presbiterians, socinians, baptists,
seekers etc.”1 They had come to hear for themselves the traveling English
and Scottish Quakers debate with local clergy. Among the retinue of
ministers were the Society of Friends’ most prominent leaders: George
Fox, William Penn, Robert Barclay and George Keith. Each of these men
had suffered imprisonment for preaching their religious views. Indeed,
Barclay and Keith had been released shortly before setting off on their
journey. The Friends had traveled to Holland to help heal schisms within
the fledgling Quaker meetings there and to establish formal relationships
with them. They also went as missionaries, intent on spreading their
message of “truth” to anyone who would listen.

One of the key figures at the gathering that day was Benjamin Furly, an
English Quaker living in Rotterdam. Born in Colchester, England, in 1636,
Furly joined the Society of Friends around 1655. By the time he moved
to Rotterdam in 1659, he had received an excellent education and
established himself as a merchant connected to his family’s business.
Furly quickly became a prominent leader in the small Dutch Friends’
community. Meetings for worship were held in his home throughout the
second half of the seventeenth century and he offered his hospitality and
aid to traveling Quakers who came through the city on business or
missionary journeys. He helped them by changing money, providing visas
or passports, advising them about travel routes, or writing letters of
introduction.2 On that particular day in August 1677, Furly, along with
Johann Klaus, offered his language skills by interpreting for Fox, Penn,
Barclay and Keith as they “declared the Everlasting truth opening many
things Concerning ye Estate of man in ye fall.”3 The meeting lasted five
hours and included lively exchanges between clergy in Latin, which Furly
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translated into Dutch for the audience. He then conveyed audience
questions into English for the missionaries.4

Furly’s employment of his language skills and the various backgrounds
of those who gathered at Gertrud Dirck’s house that day suggest the extent
to which religious beliefs were critical elements of early modern identity.
For the Quaker missionaries and many among their audience, religious
ideas and practice took precedent over national, political, ethnic or
linguistic affiliations. Those who were dissenters or did not belong to
officially sanctioned churches, perceived themselves as separated from the
rest of the population. Indeed, at times, very real discrimination kept them
from enjoying the economic and political privileges of their neighbors. In
response to intolerance, imprisonment and exile, they established their
own communication and commercial networks. This was certainly the
case with the Society of Friends in seventeenth-century England, Scotland
and Ireland as well as with Anabaptists spread from the Netherlands to
Switzerland and with various Pietist groups throughout the German
principalities.

The English and Scottish missionaries who traveled to Amsterdam in
1677 carefully sought out others they thought would be receptive to their
message. They did not shy away from preaching the “truth” to the
Reformed, Lutheran or Catholic clergy and lay people they met along the
way but they were especially interested in meeting with Mennonites,
Labadists and the Pietist followers of Spener. While the Quakers did not
necessarily hold the same theological beliefs as these groups, they shared
a similar approach to their spiritual lives. Above all, they sought to meet
with others who shared their emphasis on a personal, unmediated relation-
ship with God and their desire for simple, pious living.5

Like the members of their own Society, those the Quaker missionaries
sought to convert had suffered from discrimination and persecution. Fox,
Penn, Barclay and Keith had all been arrested and imprisoned for
preaching their views. Penn had been arrested in Ireland in 1667, incarce-
rated in the Tower of London for blasphemy in 1668 and 1669, arrested
again for preaching in 1670, and imprisoned in Newgate in 1671.6 While
Dutch Mennonites had achieved religious toleration by the end of the
sixteenth century, Anabaptists in Switzerland and several principalities
along the Rhine River were forced into exile or imprisoned throughout the
seventeenth century.7 At the same time, Pietist groups throughout the
German states were also suffering from banishment.8 In response,
members of each group established regular communication channels to
funnel information, assistance, money and household goods to those in
need.
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One of the critical means for curtailing religious persecution and
discrimination was convincing heads of state to establish official policies
of toleration. As an English gentleman of means, Penn used all of his
social connections to free Quakers from imprisonment and foster freedom
of conscience. He frequently petitioned and visited local authorities to
pressure them into releasing Quakers. After renewing his connections to
the court of the Stuart monarchy, he sought relief from the King and from
Parliament for his co-religionists.9 Dutch Mennonites also negotiated with
heads of state for religious toleration when Swiss Anabaptists were
banished from Zurich and Bern.10 In a world where heads of state
determined the religion of the land, the first step in winning freedom of
conscience was to lobby those in power.

Those suffering from discrimination also needed the practical know-
ledge and connections of the commercial world. Bailing people out of
prison required access to funds. Helping those who were banished set up
new homes demanded the ability to obtain transportation and passports.
Furthermore, religious exiles frequently needed to be supplied with
household implements and tools. Religious leaders relied on the economic
networks of merchants to assist fellow believers in need and to carry out
missionary work.

Thus, when Furly acted as translator on that warm August day, he was
positioned at the nexus of several extensive communication networks.
Throughout the second half of the seventeenth century he was actively
involved in shipping, intellectual pursuits, and missionary activities for the
Society of Friends. His commercial connections, language skills and
acquaintances among the English and European nobility and their courts
enabled him to provide advice, translation and interpretation services, and
information to a wide variety of travelers. In his capacity as a mediator and
advisor, Furly facilitated communication between a surprising spread of
people who participated in larger Protestant international networks. He
acted as an interpreter for English, Dutch and European Quakers, pro-
moted William Penn’s colony to Mennonite and sectarian emigrants from
the Rhine Valley and Switzerland, and advised traveling teachers and
missionaries from the Pietist institutions at Halle. In the process, Furly and
other mediators like him helped to create a complex web of communica-
tion that enabled far-flung religious, commercial and colonial schemes to
succeed.
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Furly as Quaker Missionary

Perhaps the most important service Furly offered to the Quakers was his
work as a translator and interpreter. His knowledge of languages was
extensive and impressive. When he was in his mid-twenties, he assisted
Fox and John Stubbs in compiling The Battle-Door for Teachers and
Professors to learn Singular and Plural, an explanation and defense of the
Quakers’ use of “thee” and “thou” which used thirty-five different
languages. Furly supposedly contributed segments in Chaldean, Syrian,
Welch and French.11 In addition, he translated numerous English and Latin
publications into Dutch, German and French. In 1675 and 1684 he
participated in publishing two Dutch compilations of Quaker treatises and
he translated numerous religious tracts by Penn. Furly also published his
own treatises throughout the 1660s and 1670s. As a publisher of Quaker
literature, he often added prefaces or postscripts to pamphlets, supervised
the printing process, and distributed the final products.12

Furly’s translation services went beyond print culture, however. He
frequently acted as interpreter when traveling Friends visited Rotterdam
or Amsterdam. As we have already seen, when Fox, Penn, Keith and
Barclay traveled to the Netherlands in 1677, Furly hosted them and
interpreted their sermons.13 Edward Haistwell, Fox’s secretary, noted that
on 29 July, the missionaries held two meetings at Furly’s house, where the
Friends preached in English and Furly and Klaus acted as translators. The
two men were kept quite busy. They offered their language skills again on
2, 3 and 5 August before Furly left with Penn, Barclay and Keith for their
trip through Germany.14 In 1684 and again in 1686 he acted as an
interpreter for Fox and Penn.15

Furly not only used his language skills for visiting missionaries, he
himself traveled as a ministering Friend. In 1671, he accompanied Penn
and Thomas Rudyard to Herford in an attempt to convert Labadists
there.16 The Labadists were followers of Jean Labadie, who had spent
some time in Amsterdam before Princess Elizabeth of the Palatinate,
granddaughter of James I, invited them to Herford. Elizabeth had become
acquainted with Anna Maria van Schurman and the Dutch Countess Anna
Maria van Hoorn, two of Labadie’s followers, during the time she lived
in the Netherlands. They moved to Herford after they faced growing
discrimination in Amsterdam. Since the Labadists shared some common
beliefs with the Quakers, Penn and other Friends thought they might be
more receptive to conversion. The missionaries’ visit in 1671 marked the
beginning of a correspondence between the Quakers and the Princess that
continued throughout the 1670s. Furly delivered her letters to the English
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Friends and periodically translated letters from other Labadists at Herford
on their behalf.17

Furly and the Quaker missionaries were especially interested in
establishing friendships with the Protestant European nobility and elites
who were sympathetic to the Quakers or Pietism in general. In German
states where individual leaders determined the religion of the realm,
finding sympathetic princes or members of their courts enhanced the
possibilities of toleration for fledgling Quaker meetings. In 1676 Furly
traveled with Barclay a second time to visit the Princess and Countess van
Hoorn.18 The following year, when he went with Penn and Keith on a
month-long tour of western Germany and eastern Holland, Furly and his
companions visited their friends at Herford twice.19 In August 1677 they
also tried unsuccessfully to visit the court of Carl Ludwig, Elector Palatine
in Mannheim to secure religious toleration for Quakers living in the
Palatinate. The Elector had gone to Heidelberg and the missionaries had
already promised to meet with Quakers in Kriegsheim the next day. No
doubt their friendship with Elizabeth, a sister of the Elector Palatine,
would have opened the doors for their visit to his court, had he been
there.20

Another friend who connected Furly and his fellow Quaker mission-
aries to the European nobility was Francis Mercurius von Helmont. Von
Helmont was the son of a chemist, physician and Baron from Belgium.
Deeply interested in mystical religion, von Helmont spent much of his life
traveling around Europe and England studying philosophy and religion.
He was on friendly terms with many of the heads of state along the Rhine
and first came into contact with the Quakers in 1660 when William Ames
was visiting the court of Carl Ludwig in Heidelberg. From 1670 to 1679
he lived in England, where he served as the personal physician to Anne,
Viscountess Conway. With Conway’s conversion to Quakerism, von
Helmont began regular correspondence with Keith, Fox, Penn, Barclay
and Furly.21 Elizabeth wrote to her brother, the Elector Palatine, in May
1677 noting her visit with the English Friends and commenting that “our
Helmont greatly loves these people and says that their life is just like that
of the Apostles, and that the nobility of England desire to have them in
their service because of their honesty and Faithfulness.”22

Furly gained important connections to the continental nobility and
members of their court when he acted as interpreter on Quaker missionary
journeys. Von Helmont, Princess Elisabeth and the Countess van Hoorn
all participated in a larger network of European intellectuals seeking to
reform society through individual Piety. One of their correspondents was
Philip Jacob Spener, the founder of the Pietist movement, who was in
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Frankfurt during the 1670s.23 Spener and his friend, Johann Jakob Schütz,
began weekly meetings in their homes to read and discuss devotional
literature. The focus of their collegium was to promote personal piety.
Spener and his followers were deeply influenced by Labadie’s ideas of a
Philadelphian community in which members demonstrated an experience
of rebirth and lived in close fellowship with one another. Schütz, in
particular, had corresponded with Anna Maria von Schurmann, one of
Labadie’s followers who had moved to Herford at Princess Elizabeth’s
invitation. He also was heavily influenced by the ideas of Christian Knorr
von Rosenroth, a Lutheran minister from Bavaria, who was closely
associated with von Helmont. Sometime after 1675 differences over these
Philadelphian ideas led to a split between Spener and Schütz and the latter
formed a group that became known as the Saalhof Pietists.24

On their 1677 journey throughout the Netherlands and Germany, Furly,
Penn, and Keith solidified their connections with this network of religious
seekers. In addition to their visits at Herford, they met with the Saalhof
Pietists in Frankfurt. Among this group was Johanna Eleonora von
Merlau, Juliane Baur van Eysseneck, Johann Wilhelm Petersen, and Jacob
Vandewalle, the merchant with whom they lodged.25 While their goal in
visiting these elites was to participate in conversations about their religious
beliefs, the missionaries also established relationships that would have a
profound influence on later colonizing schemes.

Furly’s and Penn’s ties to the nobility and their missionary journeys led
directly to lobbying on behalf of European Quakers suffering from
persecution. In Kriegsheim, members of the Society of Friends were fined
and imprisoned as early as 1658 for refusing to perform military service
or pay war taxes. Several English Quaker women who preached publicly
also created animosity toward Kriegsheim Friends when they visited the
city in 1678. A lively pamphlet exchange ensued between Johann Rein-
hard Hermann, the Reformed pastor of a neighboring village, and Peter
Hendricks, a Quaker button maker in Amsterdam. Although the Elector
Palatine officially encouraged religious toleration, local clergy, magi-
strates, and citizens were openly hostile toward Quakers. English mission-
aries, including Penn, repeatedly petitioned the Elector on behalf of the
persecuted Friends.26

Further down the Rhine, Quakers in Krefeld experienced similar epi-
sodes of discrimination beginning in 1679. Hendricks reported to English
Friends that “Concerning ye Crevelt friends, they have been banished and
sent away twice with a threatning from ye deputie of Crevelt the last time
if they come in againe, they should be whipt and burnt on theire backs,
sweareing by his soules salvation he should do it.” He continued by
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noting: “but they have been theire again peacably a prettie while, about 6
or 7 weekes; only ye husbandman Johannes, was beaten greiveously of
late, by 2 of his neighbors, when he was passing by them.”27 As they had
done for the Kriegsheim Quakers, English and Dutch leaders wrote
petitions to government officials on behalf of the Krefeld Friends. Furly,
Hendricks, and Arent Sonnemans wrote from Holland to local officials
while Penn wrote to the Prince of Orange requesting toleration for fellow
Friends.28

Many of the Kriegsheim and Krefeld Quakers whose suffering Furly
worked to alleviate had been Mennonites prior to joining the Society of
Friends.29 They participated in another series of communication channels
that was evolving during the second half of the seventeenth century.
Consequently, while Furly’s missionary work and his services as translator
and interpreter greatly expanded his network of contacts among Europe’s
religious leaders and nobility, they also provided the Quakers entry into
another web of information that had emerged as another group of dis-
senters sought religious toleration.

Caring for their own: Anabaptist/Mennonite
Communication Channels

By the end of the 1670s, Mennonites in Kriegsheim and Krefeld were
communicating with Dutch Mennonites; Anabaptists living in Alsace, the
Palatinate and the Rhine Valley; and Swiss Brethren in Bern and Zürich.
Each of these groups traced their origins to the radical Reformation and
shared a common belief in adult or “believer’s” baptism. Consequently,
they became known as Wiedertäufer or Anabaptists (re-baptizers). From
the mid-sixteenth century on, Anabaptists throughout the Rhine Valley and
the Netherlands called themselves Mennonites (Mennoniten, Menisten) in
reference to Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest who worked to unite
Anabaptists in Holland and Northern Germany. In the Netherlands, Dutch
Mennonites achieved religious toleration by 1580. Within a century,
university-educated ministers led the Church with the aid of lay leaders
who were well established doctors and merchants.30

The wealth and religious toleration Dutch Mennonites enjoyed laid the
foundation for the communication channels they developed in the
seventeenth century. In the late 1630s, Swiss authorities passed measures
banishing Anabaptists in Zürich. When news reached Holland, Dutch
Mennonites responded by sending food, money and supplies up the Rhine
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River to aid in resettling religious exiles. They worked together with small
Anabaptist congregations settled throughout the Palatinate to provide new
homes for Swiss refugees. In addition, they successfully lobbied state and
Church authorities in Zürich to halt persecution.31

Beginning in 1670, however, new measures sent another wave of Swiss
Brethren into Alsace and the Palatinate. Once again, Dutch Mennonites
collected money, food, clothing and tools to distribute among the exiles.
Clergy in the Palatinate reported that 643 refugees had settled in areas on
the east and west banks of the Rhine where Anabaptist congregations were
helping them establish new homes. The exiles posed a heavy financial
burden on their benefactors because they had brought little property or
money with them. According to the report of Valentine Huetwohl, a
Mennonite minister at Kriegsheim, the total value of their goods amounted
to only 1654 Reichstaler and a few household goods. Thus the refugees
relied heavily on the financial assistance of the Dutch Mennonites.32

The financial aid system that Mennonites living in the Rhine Valley
established was headed by a handful of church leaders who collected and
redistributed information, goods, and money to their congregants. In the
Netherlands, Hans Vlamingh, a wealthy merchant from Amsterdam and
a deacon in “the Sun” congregation began the initial efforts to aid Swiss
exiles. By the end of the seventeenth century, church and lay leaders from
congregations in Rotterdam, Haarlem, and other Dutch cities were also
soliciting goods and money on behalf of religious refugees. Assigned
committees traveled up the Rhine to deliver items and money to those who
needed help.33

While Dutch urban areas functioned as collection points, several cities
and towns along the Rhine became important distribution and communi-
cation centers. In the Palatinate, congregations in Kriegsheim and
Mannheim provided shelter for refugees fleeing Switzerland. Church and
lay leaders in these cities helped the exiles find homes in the surrounding
areas. In 1671, Jacob Everling in Obersülzen noted that they had housed
sixty of the exiles, many of whom were very old or very young. Fifty
others had gone to Mannheim. The following year a church council met
at Kriegsheim to determine how to assist the influx of recent arrivals.34

Huetwohl and Georg Liechti, the leader of the Swiss refugees, spent four
days traveling from village to village to construct a census of the 76 Swiss
families scattered among the Palatine Anabaptists. Further down the
Rhine, Mennonites in Krefeld also contributed money and supplies to aid
the cause.35

In each place, those who joined the efforts to help religious refugees had
been targets of religious discrimination. Anabaptists and Mennonites
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living in the Palatinate and along the Rhine enjoyed limited religious
toleration but their situation always remained precarious. In 1660,
Mennonites in Kriegsheim who petitioned the Elector claimed their
neighbors were not allowing them to purchase property because of their
religious identity.36 In 1680 they petitioned again because the local
inspector claimed that only 20 people could meet in one place for worship.
They believed their congregations could include the members of 20
families.37 Further down the Rhine, Mennonites in Gladbach had moved
to Krefeld in search of religious toleration in 1654.38 Forty years later,
when thirty men, women and children from the Mennonite congregation
in Rheydt were imprisoned, some of those same refugees collected 8,000
Reichstaler in bail money to purchase their release.39

Like leading Friends, Mennonite ministers and elders petitioned local
officials and heads of states in their efforts to retain the privileges they had
won and to extend them to the newly exiled members of their community.
At times they directed their petitions to local and regional officials, as was
the case in 1660 when Rotterdam Mennonites convinced city officials to
write to the city of Bern on behalf of Swiss Anabaptists who had been
banished.40 In other cases, they appealed to heads of state, as the Kriegs-
heim Mennonite Church leaders had done in 1680.41 They also recruited
other Protestant kings and members of the nobility sympathetic to their
cause to apply pressure on appropriate political leaders. In 1694 Krefeld
Mennonites solicited the help of the Dutch States General and William,
King of England, in their attempts to free imprisoned congregants from
Rheydt. Both the States General and the English King sent letters to the
Catholic Elector Palatine, Johann Wilhelm, pressuring him to change his
policies concerning the Protestant dissenters.42

Thus, ministers and elders of congregations covering a wide swath
between Amsterdam and Zürich corresponded regularly to aid religious
exiles and achieve toleration. At the same time, Furly, Penn and Keith
traveled up the Rhine to convince Mennonites in places like Kriegsheim,
Worms and Frankenthal of the “truth.” Although the two groups differed
in some of their beliefs, they shared a common emphasis on an indi-
vidual’s direct relationship to God and an abhorrence of war. More
significantly, members of both groups worked regularly to alleviate
discrimination and intolerance based on their status as dissenters.
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Furly as Penn’s Agent

In the midst of this concern for religious toleration, Penn received his
charter for Pennsylvania. His intent for the colony, according to his own
account, was “The service of God first, the honor and advantage of the
king, with our own profit.”43 He hoped to establish a colony that would
both provide a haven for those suffering from religious discrimination and
supply him with an income to combat his growing debt. To recruit settlers
for his colony, Penn commissioned a group of agents, including Furly.
Furly was ideally suited to serve Penn’s purposes. His language skills,
religious connections, and commercial ties were indispensable assets in
advertising Pennsylvania on the European continent.44

Furly’s first task as Penn’s agent was to translate and distribute promo-
tional literature in France, the Netherlands and the German states. At least
fifty-eight broadsides, books and pamphlets were published in English,
Dutch, German, and French to promote Pennsylvania. Penn and Furly
wasted no time in publishing information about the colony. In 1681,
immediately after receiving his charter, Penn wrote Some account of the
Province of Pennsilvania in America; Lately Granted under the Great Seal
of England to William Penn, &c, which Furly translated into Dutch and
German. To strengthen the appeal of the pamphlet, Furly appended a copy
of Penn’s “Liberty of Conscience” to the Dutch and German translations.
He also included a postscript in which he gave specific instructions from
Penn’s agents in England and a note that “further information can be
obtained in Amsterdam from Jan Roelofs van der Werf, in the Heere-
Straat, at the Vergulde Vijfhoek, and in Rotterdam from Benjamin Furly,
English merchant.”45 The following year Penn published A brief Account
of the Province of Pennsylvania, Lately Granted by the King Under the
Great Seal of England, to William Penn and his Heirs and Assigns. Furly
also translated this tract into German, Dutch and French.46 Throughout the
early years of the colony’s settlement, he extended the translation services
he had offered the Quakers by using his language skills to promote Penn’s
colony.

As he had done with the Friends’ literature, Furly distributed Penn’s
promotional pamphlets to his personal, religious and business correspond-
ents. Through his efforts, literature about Pennsylvania circulated
throughout the Netherlands and as far as Lübeck and Danzig to the east
and Switzerland to the south.47 Furly immediately advertised the new
colony to the Quakers at Krefeld, on whose behalf he had lobbied local
leaders just the previous year. Jacob Telner, Dirck Sipman, and Jan
Streypers, of Krefeld and Kaldenkirchen, were the first purchasers from
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that area when they bought 15,000 acres on 10 March 1682.48 Shortly after
purchasing land from Penn, Sipman agreed with two Kriegsheim Quakers,
Gerhardt Hendricks and Peter Schuhmacher, to become co-tenants on his
land with Herman Isacks op den Graeff, another Krefeld Friend.49

Quakers at Kriegsheim, like those at Krefeld, were interested in escaping
the harassment of religious and local officials. Over the next decade, most
of the Quaker community in Kriegsheim and many of their Mennonite
neighbors and family members migrated to Pennsylvania. Furly’s connec-
tions established during his missionary journeys provided an excellent
outlet for recruiting Quaker and Mennonite settlers from the Rhine Valley
and the Palatinate.50

The influence of Furly’s Quaker missionary networks is also evident in
the investments of the Frankfurt Company. He sent private letters to the
Saalhof Pietists he had visited in Frankfurt in 1677 encouraging them to
migrate to Pennsylvania. As a result of his efforts, Francis Daniel Pastorius
purchased land on behalf of eight of the Pietists. When the Frankfurt
Company formed in 1686, its investors included Van de Walle, Schutz,
Johann Wilhelm Ueberfeld, von Merlau (wife of Petersen) and Gerhard
von Mastricht, all people Furly had met on his missionary trip in 1677.51

Pastorius was the only one of the original investors who emigrated to
Pennsylvania. He consulted with Telner, the Krefeld settlers, and other
Dutch Quakers at Rotterdam on his way to London and Philadelphia.52

In addition to distributing promotional literature and sending private
letters to advertise Penn’s colony, Furly hand-copied and translated letters
emigrants sent home and passed them on to business partners. One
example of this is a set of letters Furly sent to Jaspar Balthasar Könneken,
a Pietist book-dealer in Lübeck. These letters were first-hand reports about
what to expect in Pennsylvania and how to make arrangements to
emigrate. As both a Pietist and merchant, Könneken had access to
commercial markets and religious information networks. Another busi-
ness connection Furly used for distributing information was Johann
Jawert, also from Lübeck. Jawert was the son of Balthasar Jawert, one of
the original members of the Frankfurt Company who communicated
regularly with Pietists and other religious dissenters throughout Germany.
He worked together with Könneken to spread information about Penn’s
colony to potential emigrants.53

Finally, in addition to selling them land, Furly used his resources as a
merchant to help emigrants find transportation to the colony. In 1683,
when the Krefeld Quakers emigrated, Telner accompanied them to
Rotterdam, where Furly met them. He and Telner then arranged for their
passage to Pennsylvania through James Claypoole, a Quaker merchant
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from London. Furly sent a list of names and money for the fare of thirty-
three passengers who were to join Claypoole on board the “Concord.”54

He provided similar services to the Quaker emigrants from Kriegsheim
and to the settlers who accompanied Johann Jacob Zimmerman from
Württemberg in 1693.55 Zimmerman, who died in Rotterdam before
making the journey to Pennsylvania, was the original leader of a Phila-
delphian community established by Johannes Kelpius on the Wissahickon
later that same year.56

Furly’s transatlantic networks

Furly’s attempts to help the Krefeld emigrants and Zimmerman’s fol-
lowers secure transportation to Penn’s colony reveal just how extensive
his communication networks became by the early eighteenth century. His
relationships with two participants in these migrations, Telner and Daniel
Falckner, demonstrate the wide range of connections fostered by Protest-
ants wishing to secure religious toleration and promote reform through
individual Piety. For several decades at the end of the seventeenth and
beginning of the eighteenth centuries, the concerns of religious leaders
intersected with those of European heads of state, colonial proprietors, and
governors. Men like Furly, Telner and Falckner participated in multiple
conversations that cut across political and religious boundaries and they
perceived the potential of colonization for achieving their goals.

Telner, who worked with Furly to find transportation for the Krefeld
Quakers in 1683, was a Dutch Mennonite from Amsterdam who joined the
Society of Friends by 1676. A wealthy merchant, he faced occasional
difficulties with his fellow Quakers concerning his opulent lifestyle.
Nevertheless, Telner traveled as a missionary to New York and the
Delaware Valley between 1678 and 1681. Either before he left or shortly
after he returned, he moved to Krefeld where he soon invested in Penn’s
colony. In 1683, Telner accompanied his neighbors on their way to
Pennsylvania as far as Rotterdam, where he helped them make transporta-
tion arrangements and consulted with Pastorius, who was traveling to the
colony on behalf of the Frankfurt Company. The following year, Telner
moved to the British colonies with his wife and daughter. After a brief stay
in New York, he settled in Germantown, from where he maintained con-
tact with Quakers and Labadists in New York. Although he made several
trips back to Europe, he remained in Germantown until either 1696 or
1698. Upon returning to Europe, Telner settled in London where he
worked as a linendraper.57
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Evidence of Telner’s activities after his return to London is sketchy but
glimpses of them indicate his ongoing connections to several colonization
schemes involving issues of religious toleration. In 1706 Telner acted as
a conduit for the Thuringia Company, an unsuccessful attempt to settle
people from Saxony in South Carolina. He received letters from the
company and helped to have them translated and then passed on to John
Archdale, a prominent Quaker and proprietor of South Carolina. Others
who played a role in the scheme were Johann Heinrich Sprögel, the son
of a prominent Lutheran Pietist minister at Quedlinburg, and Daniel
Falckner.58 Both Sprögel and Falckner were involved with the Frankfurt
Company’s investments in Pennsylvania and both lived in Germantown
either during or shortly following the period when Telner lived there.59 It
is not clear exactly who was behind the Thuringia Company’s plans, but
Sprögel’s and Falckner’s participation suggests that Pietists in Saxony
may have been the primary promoters of the scheme.

Pietism had begun to take hold in Saxony after Spener moved to the city
of Dresden in the late 1680s. August Hermann Francke, a student at the
University of Leipzig, came under Spener’s influence in 1687 and 1688.
By the early 1690s, Francke had emerged as the leader of the movement
in central and northern Germany. However, both Francke and Spener lost
favor with the political and religious authorities and the Elector of Saxony
prohibited Pietist “coventicles” from meeting in 1690. Francke was forced
to leave Leipzig and take a position as the pastor at Glaucha and professor
of oriental studies at the new university in Halle in 1692. Spener left the
Elector of Saxony’s court chapel in Dresden for the pastorate of St
Nicholas Church in Berlin.60 It is conceivable that Pietists seeking
religious toleration were among those who were secretly plotting to
migrate to Carolina.

Certainly Falckner was actively recruiting settlers for Penn’s colony at
the same time he was associated with the Thuringia Company’s plotting.
The son of a Lutheran minister in Saxony, Falckner had established ties
to Spener and Francke by the 1690s. He had also come under the influence
of Zimmerman and Kelpius. When they decided to migrate to Pennsyl-
vania in 1694, Falckner joined them. After spending several years in the
colony, he returned to Europe to recruit additional settlers.61 Sometime
late in 1698, Falckner arrived in London where he and Henrich Bernhard
Koster were planning a trip to Sweden and Saxony to raise money for the
Lutheran church in Pennsylvania and secure the services of a minister.62

Upon his arrival in Halle later that year, Francke posed a series of
questions to Falckner about Pennsylvania. His reply to the questions was
published in Curieuse Nachricht von Pensylvania in Norden Americas in
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1702 and was very influential in spurring migration to the colony.63 On
his return trip in 1699, Falckner visited members of the Frankfurt
Company in Frankfurt, where he was commissioned to act as their agent.
He also met with Furly in Rotterdam where he and his brother received a
power of attorney to act as Furly’s agent in Pennsylvania.64

Falckner was not Furly’s only connection to the new Pietist center at
Halle. On April 10, 1699, Jacob Bruno Wigers reported from Rotterdam
that Furly had translated his “testimonial” into English and had promised
to recommend Wigers and his traveling companion to an Earl in London.65

In addition, he reported, Furly’s advice had spared the two men from
paying extra duties on their books and other goods when they arrived in
England.66 Wigers was a teacher trained in the newly minted pedagogical
institutions at Halle who was on his way to England to spread Pietist ideas
about reforming society through education. He was writing to Francke
about the status of friends and acquaintances sympathetic to their mission
and the conditions of his journey to the Netherlands. By pointing out who
could provide help at each stop along the way, Wigers self-consciously
laid the groundwork for others to follow in his footsteps to England.

Wigers’ reliance on Furly’s assistance confirms just how extensive the
English Quaker merchant’s connections had grown. Men like Furly,
Falckner and Telner provided critical links in the transatlantic information
networks that shaped migration to the British colonies. They were tied
together by their interests in reforming society through individual piety,
their attempts to unite divisions within the Christian Church, and their
appeals for religious toleration. The correspondence they carried out on
behalf of their religious interests provided ideal conduits for advertising
Penn’s colony, which they viewed as a haven for religious refugees. Their
commercial knowledge furnished the practical information missionaries
and immigrants needed to travel from one place to another. In short, Furly,
and others like him, were mediators who linked together a broad range of
religious, economic and political interests and allowed a wide variety of
colonial and religious schemes to succeed.
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3
Te Deum for Victory: Communicating
Victories through Sermons,
Illuminations and Gun Salute

Sebastian Küster

Rumors, songs, spoken words, oral and written proclamations, hand-
written newsletters, printed pamphlets, newspapers, medals, processions
and theatre-plays – during the first half of the eighteenth century all kind
of media served to establish communication between people, between
governments and subjects and to secure the exchange of information. Not
everybody in the hierarchy of the social structure of a state had access to
all these media. Were there, nevertheless, media accessible to everyone,
to the whole population of a state? And if so, what kind of information
could people get via these media?

In the following, communication processes in Austria, the Electorate of
Hanover, France and Great Britain in the 1740s will be analyzed to see
how the inhabitants of these states came in contact with information about
the current affairs of their country. The focus of interest will not be the
well-informed minister of state or a small social elite but the wider public
of the subjects. What kind of information about the current political and
military affairs could they obtain? Which media served them for their
information and who used these media to distribute news? In the four
countries examined, the Church with its Te Deum Laudamus plays a role
in these communication processes. But what kind of message was sent via
this at first glance purely clerical communication channel? Who was the
sender, for which purpose was the message sent, and who was intended
to receive it? It will be shown, that the role of the Te Deum Laudamus and
of other media inside the Austrian, Hanoverian, French and English
communication network varied from state to state.

Austria, Vienna, Sunday, 7 July 1743. The bells of all the churches in
Vienna were ringing; Maria Theresa, the young archduchess of Austria,
having arrived with her carriage from the Palace of Schönbrunn, entered
the Cathedral of Saint Stephan. While the nobility and the clergy of state
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and town were assembled in the cathedral to sing the Te Deum Laudamus
with all solemnity and to listen to a special thanksgiving-prayer of the
suffragan bishop, a regiment of soldiers gathered outside the church. In
the midst of the bell ringing they fired a three-gun salute that was
answered from the city walls by a salute of the heavy artillery.1 What had
happened? What was the reason for these celebrations?

Ten days earlier, on 27 June, Austrian troops, who together with English
and Hanoverian troops formed the so-called “Pragmatic Army”, had been
led into battle by George II, King of Great-Britain and Elector of Hanover.
They had fought against a French army under the command of the
experienced Maréchal de Noailles. In this combat, which took place near
a little village called Dettingen on the Main River in the south-west of the
Holy Roman Empire, the combined army was fighting to secure the
Pragmatic Sanction and to settle Maria Theresa’s husband safely on the
Empire’s throne. George II finally won this battle at Dettingen more from
chance than to military skills after several hours of combat.2 Even though
the victory on the Main was not an entirely Austrian one, it still brought
new hope that times were changing. Therefore, four days after the news
had reached the city, the air in Vienna was filled with bell ringing and
shooting. The victory of Dettingen was celebrated by a special thanks-
giving service in the Cathedral of Saint Stephan.

It was not only in Vienna that Austrian people took notice of the battle
on the Main River. When the good news came to Brussels on 30 June the
bells of all the churches in that city, too, were ringing, the cannons on the
walls were fired and in the evening the houses of the wealthy inhabitants
of the city were illuminated.3 Three weeks later Prague was filled with the
noise of bells, canons and military marching.4 To other towns of the
Austrian territory the news of the victory came with less noise and
celebrations. In the month of July until mid-August it was spread through
all parts of Austria. In every church the Catholic community sang a Te
Deum Laudamus on behalf of the victory. Mostly the praising of the good
Lord was combined with thanks to the “weapons of our most gracious
mother of the people and sovereign Maria Theresa.”5

Bell ringing, gun salute and – all over the Austrian territory – singing
of the Te Deum Laudamus: this was how the information of the victory at
Dettingen made its way through the Austrian dominions. To be able to put
this manner of spreading the news in a greater context of communication
practice in Austria, it will be necessary to answer the following four
questions: Who was responsible for the spreading of the news through the
vast Austrian state? What was the content of the Te Deum and the prayers
held in their context? Who could take notice of the news of the victory?
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And finally, what were the alternatives to get in touch with the news; what
other media helped to spread the information?

The bell ringing and other celebrations in the Austrian Netherlands were
initiated by the local Austrian authorities in Brussels. The thanksgiving
service in the Cathedral of Saint Stephan was due to orders of the
archduchess herself. The spreading of the news throughout the Austrian
state that followed later on, was then organized by the central military
board in Vienna, the “Hofkriegsrat”, who sent written orders to the bishops
in the country to sing Te Deum for the victory of Dettingen.6 In every case
it was the secular authority that took the initiative and who used the
network and the voice of the Church to execute its orders and to spread
the arranged message.

In fact, the message distributed by the government to dioceses and
parishes was a short one. It contained barely more than the order to pray
for a victory gained on 27 June at Dettingen near the Main River against
a French army for the good cause of the Archduchess Maria Theresa. No
details of the battle itself, no lists of the wounded and dead were trans-
mitted. Not even the heroic conduct of the Austrian troops was mentioned,
not a word was said about the political context. Though the information
given to the clergy was very limited, the audience addressed by the
message was a very large one: Almost 100 per cent of the Austrian
population was Catholic. Due to the social structure of villages and towns
nobody could dare not to go to the weekly or even daily services without
a serious reason. Therefore it was guaranteed that nearly every Austrian
from the youngest child to the oldest man, from the poorest day-laborer
to the wealthiest landlord would hear the good news of the victory through
the voice of the local priest.

The system of public relations in which both Church and state were
involved was very efficient and brought the most essential news to
everyone in the vast Austrian territory. Nevertheless, a very important
question still needs to be answered: how could people in Austria get
further information about what had happened on 27 June near the Main?
How could they satisfy their curiosity to learn which regiment had
suffered most and which part of the troops had fewer casualties in order
to know whether their beloved relatives in the army had been in danger
or not? What were the alternatives to the information system of state and
Church? For the majority of the Austrian population there was none!
Surprisingly, there appeared no pamphlet with a description of what had
happened during the battle, no list of the wounded and dead and only two
engravings with a picture of a battle scene were published.7 Only in
Vienna, where the state-run newspaper Wiennerisches Diarium appeared
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twice a week, people were able to read more details about the development
of the battle and its victims. But it was only a small part of the Viennese
population that had enough money to buy the newspaper,8 and even those
who had access to the newspaper were only roughly informed about the
military events and were left ignorant of the diplomatic and political
background of the war and its coalitions and oppositions. The paper
contained barely more than superficial information about what actually
had happened. Outside the Habsburg Empire there obviously existed
other, well-informed newspapers. However, they were expensive and
censorship made it difficult and even more expensive to subscribe to one
of these papers.9

No prints, no pamphlets, no newspapers except the Wiennerisches
Diarium with its trivial choice of information – if we take into considera-
tion this non-existence of media and mediators in the Austrian press and
information landscape concerning the victory of Dettingen, the nation-
wide celebration of thanksgiving services gains importance: The Te Deum,
ordered by the state and celebrated by the Church was the only medium
to inform all the inhabitants of the Habsburg Empire. There were almost
no other reactions to the victory a wider public could have noticed outside
the capital of Vienna and outside the conference rooms at court or some
aristocratic drawing rooms. This kind of reaction to Dettingen was by no
means exceptional.

Looking at other “good tidings” we find that they were celebrated,
noted and communicated in the same way. In 1743 alone four other events
besides Dettingen caused similar public reactions: In January and
February the news of the recapture of Prague after several months of
French occupation in December 1742 made its way through the Austrian
dominions with bell ringing, canon shooting and – in every little village
– the singing of the Te Deum Laudamus. In February and March 1743 this
good news was immediately followed by the Te Deum for the Austrian
victory at Campo Santo. Then, in May and June, the Catholic community
praised God for the Austrian victory at Braunau. In these latest thanks-
giving services the Te Deum for the military victory was often combined
with thanks to God for the coronation of their beloved sovereign Maria
Theresa as Queen of Hungary that had taken place in May 1743 in the
Bohemian capital of Prague.10 As in July and August 1743 the Te Deum
Laudamus, ordered by the secular authorities and sung in the churches of
the Austrian dominions was the only medium that reached nearly the
entire population of the state regardless of the social and intellectual
background of the individual. Only in Vienna and Prague, which repre-
sented at the same time the “scene of the action” for the recapture and the



Te Deum for Victory

69

coronation, was the situation different: The central thanksgiving service
in the cathedral, accompanied by bell-ringing and cannon shooting (as
performed also at the services for the victory of Dettingen), was surpassed
by other, more glamorous celebrations. For several days, scenes of joy and
happiness were staged in both cities, but apart from the situation in these
two cities there was just one medium used to inform the entire population
of the whole state: the Te Deum Laudamus.

Te Deum for victory – was the predominance of the religious voice for
the distribution of good tidings, was this collaboration between state and
Church unique in Europe at least in Catholic states? It is obviously not
possible to generalize on the characteristics of the public or on the relation
between the government and the public and the reality of communication
processes in the various states within the Empire,11 but there is at least one
other example where we can find a similar close relationship between
Church and state: the Electorate of Hanover. The victory of Dettingen,
which we have so far looked at from the Austrian point of view, acquires
a different meaning if studied from the perspective of Hanover in northern
Germany.12 Hanoverians were confronted with the news of the victory via
the voice of the Church three times: The first time it was a spontaneous
reaction when the good news came to Hanover on the morning of Sunday,
30 June. The church bells in the small town were ringing and from the
steeples trumpets and kettledrums were announcing the news to the
ignorant people. From the pulpit the parsons were praising God who had
brought the victory and preserved the life of their beloved Elector George
August.13 As in Vienna, the good news was spread through the voice of
the Church in Hanover, too, but unlike the Austrians, Hanover celebrated
its thanksgiving services only in the capital. In the weeks following the
victory on the Main River there was no clerical celebration in the entire
territory. It was not until October, when finally – this was the second time
that the voice of the Church could be heard – thanksgiving services were
held all over the state: on Sunday, 20 October a Te Deum Laudamus was
sung in every Lutheran church of the Electorate to praise God and the
victorious George August.14 It is very likely that the initiative for these
services came from the Elector himself who shortly after his return from
the Pragmatic Army to the city of Hanover had given corresponding
orders to his Council of State.15 This governmental body then forwarded
an appropriate order to the central Lutheran governing board for the
Electorate of Hanover, the “Konsistorium”, which, accordingly, sent a
printed circular with the order to sing the thanksgiving liturgy as well as
a short text of a prayer to the parish clergy in the cities and villages of the
Hanoverian dominion.
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The voice of the Church proclaiming the victory of Dettingen to
Hanoverian citizens for the third time was not heard in the capital but in
the camp of the Pragmatic Army on the Main. Already on 7 July 1743, ten
days after the victory, the whole army was assembled for an open field
thanksgiving service: about 60,000 men sang the Te Deum Laudamus and
for every regiment the responsible army chaplains held a prayer to
commemorate the glorious victory and to thank God for divine help and
George II for good guidance in the midst of battle.16 It was the sovereign
himself who had given orders – and money – for the services and it was
he who had chosen the biblical text for the sermons.

Te Deum Laudamus in the city of Hanover, Te Deum in the whole
Electorate and Te Deum in the army camp – this was the way the news of
the victory, strongly combined with a glorification of the sovereign, was
spread throughout the dominions of Hanover. In order to be able to judge
the importance of the clerical voice – as in the Austrian example – we have
to look at the other media and mediators in Hanover who communicated
the news to a wider public. However – just like in Austria – for the
majority of the Hanoverian population there was none! In an aristocratic
inner circle at the court of Hanover and in some local elites in other towns
of the Electorate and finally at the University of Göttingen some poems
were published that praised and glorified the Elector and his victory. Yet
there was no pamphlet, no description of the military action and not even
a list of the dead and wounded that circulated in the whole Electorate. No
woodcut or engraving was made to give an impression of the battle scenes
to interested spectators. Nowhere in the whole state, not even in the
capital, was a newspaper published – thus, not even this medium could
furnish information to the people. No doubt, in other states surrounding
the Electorate, newspapers offered more information on what had
happened in Dettingen, and broadsides and pamphlets about the battle
were published in various cities of the Holy Roman Empire.17 However,
these foreign press products did not come to the Electorate. They were not
imported into Hanoverian territory.18 In addition to this lack of media it
is surprising that there were not even spontaneous parties of singing and
drinking in the streets of Hanover or in other towns of the Electorate.
Except the bell ringing on 30 June and the very hesitant prayer on 20
October, the victory passed almost unnoticed by the wider Hanoverian
public.19 Looking at this astonishing absence of media for communicating
the victory of Dettingen in the Electorate of Hanover, the nationwide Te
Deum late in October 1743, ordered by the secular and realized by the
clerical powers, acquires importance in the way communication was
practiced in this German state.
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It was not only in the context of Dettingen that this kind of collaboration
between Church and state proved to be important as the only medium that
regardless of social position or education reached nearly the whole
population of the state: between April and December 1743 every subject
in the Electoral territory was informed from the pulpits about the visit of
the sovereign to his German dominions. At the end of April all the parsons
in the Electorate started praying in their parishes for a good and safe
journey of their beloved George August. Then, at the end of June –
although the Christian community still had not heard a word about the safe
arrival of the Elector on 17 May in Hanover – the whole state prayed for
the health of its King and Elector who went on the campaign for the good
cause of Maria Theresa and the common peace in Europe. Prayers were
continued throughout the whole summer – without even mentioning the
victory of 27 June. On 20 October the Hanoverians finally thanked God
for the safe return of George II and for his successful campaign. One
month later the people of Hanover were informed about the departure of
their Elector when their parsons prayed for the sovereign’s safe journey
back to England. The last news of George’s visit to his German dominions
echoed through the churches when on 8 December a thanksgiving song
was sung everywhere for the safe arrival of his Majesty in his British
kingdom. Five times during 1743 the Electoral subjects were informed
from the pulpits about the current doings of their sovereign. Each time the
initiative to this practice of communication came either from George II
himself or from his Council of State in Hanover who then transmitted the
order to the clerical administration. That body distributed the printed
forms of prayer to all Lutheran parsons in the state.20 Yet this mixed
secular-clerical policy of information by no means kept the inhabitants of
the state well informed; they did not learn any details about the back-
ground of their sovereign’s visits nor even of the current affairs of politics
or diplomacy – but at least they received a minimum of information.

The way information was disseminated in 1743 in the Electorate was
characteristic. Not only were the Te Deum and the means of informing of
the entire population via the pulpit practised at other times too, but the
contents of the messages themselves were very similar. In 1743 all five
messages communicated through the voice of the Church were devoted
to the person of the sovereign. Messages spread in other years in the same
way contained information about the death of the former Elector (1727)
and the coronation of George II (1727); in 1739, 1741, 1743, 1745 and
1749 the pastors were praising God for the Princess of Wales having given
birth to a healthy child. In short: all information brought to the Hanoverian
population was dynastic information. During Sunday morning services
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people did not learn anything about current diplomatic affairs in Europe,
the coalitions or wars their country was engaged in, the dangers their
soldiers would have to face – instead the only things they learned about
were the most important events in the ruling family.

Austria and Hanover – two states in the German Empire in the begin-
ning of the 1740s. In both states public communication and discourse were
characterized by surprising silences and a lack of reactions on the part of
the people concerning all good or bad tidings about domestic or foreign
affairs of state. These results of my analysis of the Austrian and Hano-
verian public acquire even more significance when compared with the
situation in England and France. For these states participated at Dettingen,
too – the latter lost the battle.

In Vienna and even more significantly in the city of Hanover the
inhabitants stayed mostly quiet after the good news of the battle arrived,
but the reactions in Paris were quite different: there was joy and happiness
on the streets. For two days, on 3 and 4 July, the inhabitants were
convinced of a French victory. They were singing and drinking, praising
the victorious army and the glorious military leader, the Maréchal de
Noailles, for his strategic masterpiece. But the joy about the pretended
victory did not last long. On 5 July, the first rumors came up that French
troops suffered severe losses and that even the battle as a whole was lost.
People realized that the mail from the army was being intercepted and
opened by officials and anger against the government grew. Simul-
taneously, all kinds of mockeries in form of songs and ballads poked fun
of the elite troops of the “Maison du Roy” whose behavior at Dettingen
had not been royal at all. Uneasiness engulfed the city; for some days it
remained uncertain if the action of 27 June had ended in victory or defeat
for France. As contradicting pieces of news arrived, all kind of rumors
circulated in the streets of Paris and at the court of Versailles. Finally, about
two weeks after the battle everybody who wanted to know the truth had
to realize that the troops under the Maréchal de Noailles had lost the battle
of Dettingen. Where did these differing news come from? It was a whole
variety of news media that emerged in France, mostly in Paris. Many of
them came from outside the country into the city.21 The most influential
of them were the different types of handwritten and printed newspapers.
In the first days the official, state-run Gazette kept completely quiet and
then published meaningless and indecisive reports about what had
happened at the Main, but other papers were much quicker and more
accurate in informing their readers. Only some hours after the first
messenger from the battlefield had arrived in Paris and Versailles did some
clandestine handwritten newsletters circulate that distributed the fresh –
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but still imprecise – news.22 In the following days more and more printed
newspapers arrived from the Netherlands. They were generally well
informed and the interested readers in the French capital knew very well
that their news were more reliable than the articles published in the official
Gazette. Even though the government intercepted letters from the army,
even though the court did not publish any comment on the battle and even
though the Gazette provided only superficial information, these hand-
written and printed newspapers served the public as reliable channels of
information about what was going on outside the country.

At first glance it seems as if in France only the private, the non-official
and non-governmental part of the society reacted to news of the battle, but
a closer analysis of official pronouncements emanating from court and
government in the first days and weeks allows us to discern a whole chain
of official reactions, as well. Already the first outbursts of joy about a
French victory most likely had its origin in false information spread
systematically by high court officials from Versailles. During the first
week of July 1743 in several towns at the Dutch border this policy even
lead to the celebration of a glorious Te Deum for the French “victory” at
Dettingen.23 The propaganda initiative started by the court in the first
hours after the news arrived at Versailles was paralleled by the interception
and reading of incoming mail. Then, realizing that the spreading of the
truth could not be stopped, the government remained quieter: Even though
the Gazette published an account of the battle there was no statement
about who had won. Some days later, when oral, written and printed
critique had grown loud and louder and was uttered with less and less
caution, the court reached for different weapons: for having spread critical
information several people were sent to the Bastille. During the summer,
however, the government did not try to contradict the news of the defeat
and the fury and anger about it circulating in the streets of Paris with its
own, false or manipulated publications. As late as the end of November,
the court propagated an engraving depicting the action in a remarkably
impertinent manner as a French victory. Five months after the battle, the
government once again tried to manipulate the public with its propaganda.

Rumors, information and misinformation, news spread in oral, hand-
written and printed form, originating from governmental and non-
governmental sources. People were acting and reacting with publications
to one another. It was a network of communication that emerged in Paris
and Versailles in the context of the battle of Dettingen. But it was not only
in France that different parts of the society developed such a variety of
public activities. Across the Channel, in England, public reactions on
behalf of the battle reflected a similar range and variety.
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London, 23 June 1743 (old style). The bells of several churches were
ringing, the canons in the park and the Tower were fired and at night there
were bonfires and illuminations everywhere. Shortly after the first royal
messenger had arrived, a wave of joy and happiness spread over the whole
country and even in Ireland loyal toasts to the Protestant succession and
the House of Hanover were offered. But it was not only through bonfires
and bells that people learned about the victory. Even though the bell
ringing still played an important role as a communication medium on the
British Isles, the main media for the distribution of news in London and
in other cities in the kingdom were newspapers and pamphlets.24 Already
on 23 June, the date the messenger arrived, an Extraordinary Gazette
published the official account of the battle and still the same day the first
non-official copies of the text appeared and were sold in the streets.
During the next days the daily and weekly newspapers were full of various
accounts of the action; a number of pamphlets published “original” letters
from members of the army. According to the well-developed business of
producing, distributing and selling news it was every printer’s interest to
attract his clients and readers with fresh information. Printers outside
London very often simply reproduced what their colleagues had already
printed. Sometimes, however, using letters just arrived from the army, they
also published their own reports.

While the private printers with their network of shops, newsmen and
hawkers25 actively distributed a broad variety of information about what
had happened on the Main River, the English government for the most part
remained quiet. After the Lords of the Regency had given orders on 23
June to fire canons and light some bonfires, and after having published the
first account “by authority” in the semi-official newspaper London
Gazette, they stayed passive for several days. About one week later the
government published a second account. Then, more than three weeks
after the good news had reached London, the officials addressed their
subjects through a different medium: on Sunday, 17 July, during the
morning prayer a Te Deum Laudamus was sung to praise God for the
victory. Instead of a nationwide thanksgiving, a prayer was held only
within the region encompassed by the Bills of Mortality, the greater area
of London and Westminster.

During July 1743, all over Britain people of different social rank and
education could hear the message of the victory. Especially in London
nearly everybody had access to the news: those who could not afford to
buy a newspaper or a pamphlet could go to one of the 550 coffee houses
of the city where, for the price of a cup of coffee, they would always find
an up to date variety of printed news. Those who were illiterate would find
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someone who would read the interesting articles for them,26 and even
those who did not frequent coffee houses heard the most essential news
during the public rejoicing on the street where the hawkers, too, were
advertising their prints, papers and broadsides. For several weeks the
newspapers and pamphlets published all kind of details about the military
event. Then, gradually, the battle lost its appeal as recent information and
disappeared further and further from the top of the news agenda.

At the end of September, however, after a period of silence, the topic
of Dettingen reappeared. This time it was neither the battle nor the military
event that was the main point of interest, but the entire strategy of the
actual foreign policy, the question of an English military engagement on
the continent and the person of the Secretary for the Northern Department,
Lord Carteret. Suddenly, in preparing the new parliamentary session,
Dettingen became a weapon for the political opposition in Parliament.
“Dettingen” became the keyword, a pars pro toto for the “ill” and “wrong”
policy of the government. Suddenly, newspapers and pamphlets were not
used any more to inform the people “neutrally” but became powerful tools
for systematic political propaganda in a purely English battle over
domestic affairs. Prints had changed their function: from a medium of pure
information in the weeks after the battle they had become a medium of
political propaganda.27

Austria, the Electorate of Hanover, France and Britain – these four
countries had been involved in the battle of Dettingen, and in all of them
the battle had produced a noticeable public echo. Regardless of the quality
and intensity of this echo we could always distinguish these two groups:
the official, the governmental side and the private, the non-governmental
side of the subjects. However, in the four countries these groups played
different roles in the process of communication: Sometimes, they com-
municated actively, sometimes passively, sometimes they took on the role
of the receiver sometimes that of the sender of messages.

In the two member states of the German Empire both subjects as well
as the governments surprised with a lack of reactions. Neither in Austria,
nor in Hanover did any medium exist that could report a victory or a
coronation as good news and spread it in the entire territory – if there was
any, a printed text or an engraving, it was created only for a small group
of recipients as an exclusive part of the “public”. The only medium
designed especially for nationwide communication was the Te Deum
Laudamus, which was ordered by the state and executed by the Church.
In both states, the one mainly Catholic, the other mainly Lutheran,
governments used the voice of the Church to spread information that
was supposed to reach the whole population of their country. In doing this,
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the governments, well aware of their almost complete monopoly of
information, in collaboration with the Church created a specific form of
“public”, the “public of the people”. The fact that in Austria and Hanover
it was the governmental power that created this “public of the people”
gains even more importance when we look at the states’ constitution:
Hanover and Austria were ruled by “absolutist” monarchs. Theoretically,
Maria Theresa and George August, the two sovereigns had no need to
explain or justify their politics to anyone; they had only to answer to God
for their decisions. But why did these two absolutist monarchs spread
information to their subjects? Could they not act as completely indepen-
dent sovereigns?

At first glance it seems as if Hanover and Austria used the Church in
the same manner as their mouthpiece, but at a closer look at the Te Deum
and the news spread from the pulpits in the two states, one important
difference becomes apparent: The voice of the Church communicated
different messages. In Hanover, the news focused on dynastic information
and especially on the person of the ruling sovereign George August, while
Austrian churches’ news covered a greater variety. This – at first glance
irrelevant – difference in the spectrum of information published by the two
governments reveals a different attitude of the government to its subjects.
In Hanover the government considered all information concerning the
state and its domestic and foreign affairs as part of the arcana imperii.
There was only a small, mainly aristocratic group of people that had access
to details about current affairs of state. All Hanoverians outside this limited
circle were regarded as politically immature citizens and, according to the
idea of absolutist government, they were not mature enough to receive
information about what was going on in and outside the Electorate. But –
and this is important – even these people were not left completely
ignorant. Even in Hanover “absolutism” did not mean a complete silence
between the government and its subjects. As the communication practices
of the 1740s had shown, they were at least informed about the important
dynastic changes in the ruling family. Apparently this dynastic informa-
tion was so important that it was spread through the medium that was
certain to reach nearly the entire population: the Te Deum Laudamus in the
churches. Even though Hanoverian subjects were left ignorant about
political and diplomatic affaires, the government nevertheless realized this
public’s existence and felt the need to communicate with it.

In Austria, too, dynastic information was important. It also belonged to
the repertoire of governmental news spread through the voice of the
Church, but in Austria the absolutist government went one step further
still: it used the clerical media systematically to distribute political
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information, notably military victories to the entire population, to the
“public of the people”. Unlike in Hanover, in Austria these victories did
not belong to the arcana imperii. They were used to show the people that
a good and successful sovereign, strongly supported by the divine God,
was governing them. Apparently the absolutist Austrian government saw
the need to justify its doings. It had discovered its subjects as an important
communication partner, as a “public” it had to talk to. The choice of the
information published to this “public of the people” was very limited, but
it nevertheless demonstrated the need felt by the government to inform its
people at least on a minimum basis about the current affairs of the state.

In contrast to this careful information policy of the Austrian government
it is surprising to note that not only the choice of the published information
was restricted. The media used for the distribution were equally limited
– there was no other medium than the Te Deum Laudamus, sometimes
intermixed with cannon shooting and soldier parades. But if the govern-
ment wanted to communicate with its subjects and thus legitimate and
propagate its doings, why did it not use other media too? Almost no
pamphlet, no engraving and no woodcut appeared to glorify a victory, a
birthday or a coronation. Why? Especially at the beginning of the 1740s,
the political situation in Austria was tense: Bavarian and French troops
were menacing the Austrian dominions and, in 1742, even the capital of
Vienna. Maria Theresa was far from being safely settled on her throne. In
this situation all means available had to be marshaled for the support for
the young archduchess. Why did the government not expand its repertoire
of media in order to improve its “self-promotion”? The same question can
be asked for Hanover. Even if, for various reasons, the Elector and his
council wanted to inform the “public of the people” about nothing else but
the monarch and his dynasty, and if therefore the choice of information
was even more restricted than in Austria, this does still not explain why
they refrained from using other media. Why were no pamphlets or
engravings published that would have propagated even more efficiently
the image of a good, righteous and successful ruling family? In contrast
to Austria, Hanover could not even boast of a state-run newspaper that
would have helped the government to spread selected news. This total
neglect of the printed word as a medium of propaganda cannot be
explained by ignorance of the techniques of printing and of spreading
information through this medium. In other situations, for example the
distribution of new laws, the Hanoverian government knew very well how
to use publications as an appropriate medium for its purpose. But why did
it not use them to cultivate its image?
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Let me begin by raising a question that will sound rather strange to us
today: Were the subjects in Hanover and Austria even interested in looking
at engravings and reading printed texts? As mentioned above, it was an
astonishing fact that no media owned by subjects existed in both countries.
Almost no author, no printer and no engraver in Hanover or Austria had
been inspired by the various occasions, the victories, the birthdays or the
coronations to produce something that could be sold in the bookshops or
on the streets. Only a part of this passiveness can be explained by the
system of censorship. Even if the publishing situation in the two countries
was far from being liberal, there were still legal possibilities for printing
and engraving. Not even a censor could find fault with a glorifying poem
about the young Archduchess or with an engraving of a picture of the
heroic Elector in the midst of a dangerous battle. Even if the censors would
have been so severe and so efficient that not a single pamphlet could have
been produced and sold legally in the open market, there always existed
possibilities to sell products illegally.28 Yet nobody took the opportunity
of profiting by selling legal or illegal press products. Why? The only
explanation is that there was no market for these products. Apparently
there was no customer for pamphlets or engravings; there was nobody
who was interested in such press products. In both countries we have to
notice an astonishing lack of interest in information about what happened
within as well as outside the state. Not even the worries about their
beloved relatives fighting in the army could overcome the subjects’
passiveness. It seems that the curiosity of the majority of the people was
satisfied by the restricted information spread from the pulpits.

This contrasts starkly with the situation in France. At first glance the
French kingdom under Louis XV was an absolutist state like Austria and
Hanover. But looking at the strongly varying actions and reactions of the
two counterparts, the governmental and the private group in the public
communication process, the relationship between government and
subjects was manifestly different from that in Austria and Hanover.
Whereas the Austrian and Hanoverian governments conveyed their
carefully chosen information only through one particular means of
communication, the French court was more active. It used a greater variety
of media; the mere fact that it tried systematically to manipulate the people
with false information – probably even twice – shows that the government
considered its subjects as an important communication partner. Much
more than in Austria and Hanover the French government saw the need
to justify its doings to its people. The recipients of these communications,
however, did not content themselves with the tailor-made or even
manipulated information published by the government. They had realized
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that they could not rely on official information; they thirsted for more and
better news. Obviously in France, and especially in Paris, there was also
a whole system of censorship at work – it was probably even more
efficient than those in Hanover and Austria. However, the curiosity, the
sometimes even criminal energy and the financial interest of the people
were strong enough to surmount official barriers and build up a legal and
illegal system of collecting, producing, distributing and selling news in
oral, handwritten and printed forms. Moreover this unofficial information
system was not restricted to the small social elite. Whereas in Hanover and
Vienna the few existing prints and the accessible newspapers circulated
only between some dozen men, the circle in Paris was much broader and
less restricted by the borders of social classes. In the Tuilleries where the
nouvellistes de bouche gathered together, the nobleman met other
aristocrats as well as day-laborers and the people gathering the news for
the next number of a handwritten newsletter were nobles as well as non-
aristocratic people. In Paris and Versailles there still existed restricted
circles, well-defined exclusive publics. But much more so than in Vienna
and Hanover, the French public represented a broader, more homogeneous
group that included several social classes.

What about “absolutism” in France, then? Was Louis XV still an
absolutist king? Yes, he was. But taking into consideration the situation
of the public and the situation of communication practice, the French
version of absolutism was different from that in Hanover and Austria.
Manifestly, the French government saw the need to justify its doings and
to “prove” to its subjects – even by false information – that they were
governed by a good and victorious king. It even seems as if this official
information policy, so different from the Hanoverian one, was due to the
more “self-conscious” French subjects demanding information with more
vehemence. Despite the prevalence of absolutism and censorship, in Paris
and Versailles at least, these subjects had installed a system of self-
information. Step by step, over several decades, they had taken from the
government the monopoly of information and had gained access to part
of the arcana imperii of the French state. But – and this is important – it
was only a small part of the arcana. Looking at the information available
in the capital, it can be seen clearly that, despite the variety of media and
information, the news as a whole was quite restricted. It was the military
event with its details that dominated the media. Almost nothing could be
heard or read about the political and diplomatic background of the current
situation and there was not a word said about the domestic affairs of
France. There were people criticizing the French elite troops as well as
Maréchal de Noailles and other officers, but neither the French nor the
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Dutch papers dared to criticize Louis XV himself or the French policy.
Both remained untouched by the “freedom” of the non-official information
system and the insight into the arcana imperii. It seems as if there existed
an unspoken rule that the topic of all politics was taboo to the private
publishers. But why? Why did the French, so keen on all kinds of
information about the battle, not demand details about the political
context? If they took the liberty to criticize the military leaders – who, as
part of the French nobility and as representatives of the state were at least
part of the ruling political system – why did they not do the same with the
king and the government?

This was precisely what the people, the publishers and newsagents did
in England, the only one of the four states involved in the battle of
Dettingen that was not an absolutist monarchy. Here, especially in the
greater London area, the public of the people had even fewer social
barriers than in Paris. Nearly everybody in the city – and also outside of
London – had access to a huge variety of media that were published daily.
Contrary to the situation in Vienna or Hanover, printed news was not just
the preserve of a small social elite. The accessibility of the media and the
content published were subject to almost no restrictions. As long as an
author did not affect somebody’s personal rights he could treat nearly
every imaginable topic, and, as the example of Dettingen had shown, that
was what the authors and printers did. Serving the demands of their
readers and customers, they first published all available details about the
military action at the Main. Worrying about their relatives, the people
wanted to know precisely what had happened and which part of the army
had suffered the most. After a variety of articles, letters and lists of the
dead and wounded had been published in July, the content of the publica-
tions changed. Neither foreign nor domestic politics were taboo (as they
were in France). More and more, the battle was discussed in the context
of the current political and especially the English domestic affairs, and
politicians of the opposition turned it into a weapon of propaganda. In
moving the topic of Dettingen to the area of national politics, an enormous
exchange of ideas and opinions and a real press debate took place between
these publications: Quite often one author published a text in answer to
another tract; his counterpart would respond in turn, referring to a third
print and even citing a part of a fourth one. Such debates were not confined
to theoretical issues and did not only serve the purely economic purpose
of expressing an opinion and selling it. While on the other side of the
Channel newspapers were scrambling to catch up with what had happened
in the past, the English papers and pamphlets looked to the future and
systematically tried to influence their readers. Authors of several pamph-
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lets addressed themselves not only to the broad public but also to the
specific public of the Members of Parliament and urged them to change
politics. Obviously, this propaganda machine worked quite successfully:
When Parliament met in December, “Dettingen” was no longer an inno-
cent name for a glorious victory but a polemical term the opposition used
skillfully against the government and Minister Carteret.29 The debate, first
held outside Parliament, had been carried by the newspapers, broadsides
and prints into the Houses of Parliament. In London the people as the
public had the possibility to participate not only passively but also actively
in current politics.

While London’s all encompassing public, with its publications, actively
took part in politics, the English government stayed strangely quiet.
Except for the two official publications and the Te Deum Laudamus,
celebrated weeks after the victory and then only in a restricted area, the
government surprisingly did not use other media for promoting its own
image. When George II came back to London on 15 November 1743, he
was received by a cheerful populace and acclaimed as a victorious king.
But the court itself did not use the high spirits of the subjects and did not
systematically stress the image of a good and righteous ruler.30 Even in
late autumn, when the representatives of the state, especially Minister
Carteret, were openly attacked in public, they did not respond with other
publications. Did the government simply underestimate the impact of the
press and the necessity to justify its politics? Certainly not – other
ministers had demonstrated on other occasions how skillfully English
governments could manipulate the press and the people as public.31 It
seems, as if the government considered the voice of the people so strong
and powerful that it did not even dare to answer the critique with its own
texts for fear that this might only provoke further critical pamphlets and
articles.32 What a difference to the situation in France and even more to
Hanover or Austria! In England the people as public had not only gained
at least partially access to the arcana imperii but were also able to oppose
the government and to influence its politics successfully.

Four countries – four public spheres. In the states I have discussed in
this chapter, governments and subjects had very different ways of
communicating with each other. This communication culture reflected
different national political constituencies and their individual realities. In
Hanover, the Elector George August judged his subjects as politically not
mature enough to understand more than dynastic information; but even he
had to realize that as an “absolutist” sovereign he could not govern his
country without communicating at all with his people. In Austria, Maria
Theresa took her subjects more serious as partners in a communication
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process, but Hanoverians and Austrians alike were still satisfied at that
time with the little information they got from their sovereign through the
voice of the Church and they did not yet develop any activities on their
own to procure for themselves information from other non-governmental
sources. One wonders whether they had internalized so much of the role
as loyal, blindly obedient subjects to an absolutist ruler that not even their
curiosity could change this situation, and that, perhaps, they were not even
curious? If so, what had caused the remarkably radical changes in France,
an equally “absolutist” state? French subjects had succeeded in shaping
a completely different communication practice between government and
people. They had succeeded in creating a different reality of an absolutist
state. At least for some arcana imperii the state had lost its monopoly of
information. The government had to realize that in certain areas of the
communication process the people as public had developed their own
network. In England the situation was again dramatically different: the
people as public had not only access to most of the arcana imperii but
even enjoyed some power to influence politics. What had shaped and
created these different publics? Had the French been more curious than
the Hanoverians or the Austrians? Where did the developments leading to
the English communication network of the 1740s on the British Isles have
their roots? In the second half of the eighteenth century, even in Austria
and Hanover sermons and gun salutes lost their importance. A growing
number of people began to ask for more information. They imported
foreign newspapers to satisfy their increasing hunger for information.
They asked to print their own, privately run newspapers and began to want
even more – legal or illegal – information. Future research will have to
focus on what became the transforming power that caused all these
changes.
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of the political territories inside the Reich.

12. As mentioned above, George II, King of Great Britain and Elector
of Hanover, led not only Austrian and English but also Hanoverian troops
into battle when he fought on 27 June 1743 at the Main River.

13. Two days later, on Tuesday, 2 July 1743, the Catholic and the
Jewish parishes in the new part of the city of Hanover also celebrated
splendid thanksgiving services. Apparently these two communities,
directly under the protection of the protestant Elector, wanted to use the
event of the victory to demonstrate their loyalty to the sovereign.
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Deum did not include the name of the place of victory – Dettingen – and
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of Hanover and the Elector George August and would have been worth
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territories like Hamburg, Altona or some states in the Rhineland must not
be generalized for the whole Holy Roman Empire. The existence of some
“international”, in some cases even European newspapers does not mean
that their distribution network did not have huge blanks on the map of the
Reich. For details about the Hanoverian press and reading culture see
Küster, Dettingen, pp. 157–181.
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201.

20. The occasions celebrated with a thanksgiving and the hierarchy of
the orders can be studied in the documents in the ecclesiastical archives
of Hanover: Landeskirchenarchiv Hannover, Ephoralarchiv Sievers-
hausen, D14, Gen. 185, Staatsoberhaupt I, 1724–1796, Fürbitten und
Danksagungen für den König.

21. For the different kinds of media see Küster, Dettingen, pp. 285–
313.

22. The publishing of these handwritten nouvelles à la main was
always linked with an efficient oral information network of the nouvel-
listes de bouche who had their places of news exchange on public squares
and in public gardens. For further information see Küster, Dettingen, p.
279f.

23. In times of well-justified victories the nationwide Te Deum
belonged to the French repertoire of public celebrations, but the con-
temporaries all over Europe knew very well that the French did not start
back to use a “false” thanksgiving for the purpose of manipulation. It is
uncertain if these Te Deum of July 1743 were the result of the initiative
of a local bishop in the northeast of France or if they were part of a large
propaganda campaign. There remains no official order of the King to hold
a nationwide thanksgiving. Küster, Dettingen, pp. 296, 326f.; and Michèle
Fogel, “Le Système d’information ritualisée de l’Absolutisme français:
lettres royales et mandements épiscopaux ordonnant le Te Deum pour les
victoires et la paix (XVIIe–XVIIIe siècles).” in: Le Journalisme d’Ancien
Régime, Centre d’études du XVIIIe siècle de l’Université de Lyon II, Lyon,
1981, pp. 141–9.

24. For the number of existing newspapers and the whole variety of
media reflecting the battle of Dettingen see Küster, Dettingen, 371–376,
391–468.

25. For further information about the system of producing and distri-
buting prints see Karl Tilman Winkler, Handwerk und Markt: Drucker-
handwerk, Vertriebswesen und Tagesschrifttum in London 1695–1750,
Stuttgart, 1993.

26. The English and especially London coffee houses were meeting
places for everybody. Regardless of all social barriers, the Lord met the
day-laborer reading the papers. Even those who could not afford a cup of
coffee could stay there for reading if they did not take up a chair and a
table. Some of these establishments actually had small libraries growing
every day and for Tom’s Coffee House it is even possible to trace an –
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incomplete – list of pamphlets that could be read there. See Küster,
Dettingen, p. 506.

27. The domestic fight for Carteret was a fierce one and his position
in the government suffered severely in the aftermath of “Dettingen”. But
that time, in December 1743/January 1744, he could still defend his office.
He finally resigned on 24 November 1744.

28. It is likely that, in Vienna, clandestine handwritten newspapers also
existed in the 1740s, but the fact that not a single copy of these newspapers
survived and that there are no traces of their existence in official reports
or private correspondences seems to indicate that their number and their
influence on the public was not very great. Furthermore it should be
noticed that the few remaining newsletters from the 1730s do not contain
mainly critical political information. Even though these papers were not
approved by the official censors and appeared clandestine they are by
no means “opposition” papers. See Doris Tautscher-Gerstmeyer, Die
geschriebenen Zeitungen des 18. Jahrhunderts in Wien, Vienna, 1982, p.
355; Küster, Dettingen, p. 63f. Unlike the situation in Vienna there are no
traces at all that there existed handwritten newspapers in the Electorate of
Hanover.

29. The same arguments already published in pamphlets and news-
paper articles in October and November were repeated in the first session
of Parliament when the Houses had to decide whether the Hanoverian
soldiers should continue to be paid by the English or not. Therefore –
contrary to Winkler’s theory – it can be stated that the English press could
influence future politics. See Karl Tilman Winkler, Wörterkrieg: Poli-
tische Debattenkultur in Walpoles England 1720–1742, Stuttgart, 1995,
pp. 91, 319f., et passim.

30. It is astonishing that there was no solemn thanksgiving service held
in Saint Paul’s Cathedral as contemporaries had expected. The “Dettingen
Te Deum” composed by famous George Friedrich Händel in honor of the
victory was only played in the Royal Chapel at court.

31. Already Robert Harley at the beginning of the century and, later on,
also Robert Walpole paid a lot of attention – and money – to the produc-
tion and distribution of pamphlets and state-run newspapers serving the
purposes of their governments.

32. In this context, it has to be taken into account that in 1743 there
were no such tactical politicians like Harley or Walpole in power, being
able to start a successful press campaign. Furthermore even inside the
actual government there were several politicians opposing Carteret and
hoping for a more powerful position. It was not in their interest to defend
their attacked “colleague”.
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4
On Forms of Communications:
A Commentary

Hermann Wellenreuther

The three papers in Part I introduce us to three different forms of com-
munication, to three different kinds of communication networks, to three
different functions and uses of communication. Frank Lambert’s paper
focuses on the “word of God” spreading through North America. In doing
so he focuses on “three communicative spheres” of which the first focuses
on Puritan New England, the second on the Great Awakening and the third
on the “free marketplace of religion” in British North America. Lambert’s
“public” focuses first on the parish, then on believers who transgress
confessional parish boundaries, and finally on believers who conscien-
tiously exploit the variety of confessions by making choices between
them. From a different perspective Lambert’s first communicative net-
work is defined by elite pronouncements on the spiritual state of the
believers in published tracts and sermons, by mass meetings that unite
huge crowds – only the army in Dettingen singing the Te Deum seems a
parallel in Old Europe! – listening to the good word of the Lord and then
disperse as multipliers of the sermons of George Whitefield, Gilbert
Tennent or James Davenport, that had brought them together.

A third perspective would be to describe the three communicative
systems as a progression from a semi-private, parish focused sphere to the
public sphere.1 All that is needed now, is to link the insights of this fine
paper to the overall theme of the conference: communication. In doing so,
I hope that I can convince Mr Lambert to outline for us the connection
between elite theological products in the seventeenth and early eighteenth
century to the imagined or potential readers – lay readers or professional
co-authors. Could it be that there was a division of labor with tracts acting
as communicative links with the clergy who within their parishes in their
sermons and lectures would use the insights of the printed word to shape
the spoken word?

Similar questions could be raised with greater urgency about the Great
Awakening: Aside from the fact that the paper focuses exclusively on the
English Great Awakening and ignores the equally important German Great
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Awakening, the relationship between prints and spoken word seems to me
to be much more complex; for it was the spoken word that the listeners
carried back into their parishes, which caused trouble that provoked the
angry responses to Whitefield, Tennent and other awakening traveling
preachers. If, in the seventeenth century the printed word traveled, in the
eighteenth it seems the other way around: the spoken word traveled and
the printed word seems to have remained local – at least initially.2 Mr.
Lambert has analysed extensively the inter-colonial nature of the public
debate during the Great Awakening. What we would now like to know is
how this inter-colonial nature affected the individual colonist on the one
hand, the institutional structure of the Churches on the other. And finally:
does the possibility of choosing between confessions really emerge only
after 1750? I suspect that this is true only for Connecticut and Massa-
chusetts, but not for Rhode Island and certainly not for the middle colonies
where choices were possible much earlier.

*

Professor Beiler returns to the Old World in her analysis of communication
networks in the second half of the seventeenth century within dissenting
Churches. I can detect at least three different forms of communication.
The first systematically relates communication to traveling and missionary
activities and is exemplified by early members of the Society of Friends;
it would be fun to compare this preaching with the activities of the
traveling preachers during the Great Awakening. The second type of
communication combines the exchange of information with relief work,
an aspect that has been studied in depth for the Huguenot communities;3

the third builds on the first two: communicative links established through
missionary activities and relief work for persecuted Dissenters are now
refocused through letters, word of mouth and printed media on the newly
founded colony Pennsylvania.

Viewed from the point of view of the “public”, Beiler’s communicative
systems are largely “private spheres” – not by choice but because she
describes communicative structures within groups of persecuted people
that survived because of their illegitimate links to co-believers in other
territories. The communication enters the public sphere in two precisely
defined areas: first, as public missives addressed to the religious “other”
as well as to authorities defined as persecutors of “true believers”, and
secondly as communication between territories beyond the Atlantic and
the persecuted of Europe. The paper does not give an answer to the
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question of whether these propaganda tracts on Pennsylvania were really
openly circulated.

Regrettably, both, Beiler’s as well as Lambert’s paper remain largely
silent on the role of authorities in shaping these communicative networks.
I would like the authors to comment on my impression that the communi-
cation Beiler describes is secretive, written in coded language, and belongs
to the underworld hidden from the authorities while Lambert’s communi-
cative spheres are open, accessible by all and couched in language under-
standable by all.

*

In Sebastian Küster’s paper the authorities hold center stage: Empress
Maria Theresia of Austria and Georg August as Elector of Hanover shape
the communicative networks in ways that are hard to imagine in North
American contexts yet fundamental to any understanding of monarchical
regimes in Europe. In his splendidly focused paper praising the Lord
acquires an entirely new meaning: Transporting dynastic news and
victories to all subjects. While we learn in this paper a lot about the
function of the authorities’ communication, about the different publics it
addressed – questions that I think should equally be asked within the
contexts of Beiler’s and Lambert’s papers – we feel challenged by
Küster’s provocative answer to his final question: Why was there so little
public discourse, hardly any newspapers, no pamphlets, no prints of the
battle – only bell ringing, praying, singing: no interest, we are told, is the
answer and we feel grieved. It is hard for us to relate to populations
without curiosity. Faced with constant hard-disk information overloads,
with a surfeit of curiosity by the press, which claims to do this because the
public wants, must, will want to know what they write about, this answer
is profoundly startling and unsettling. Yet if we put the results of Küster’s
inquiries into a transatlantic perspective, they may loose some of their
startling qualities. German settlers in the British middle colonies were
faced with no censorship, no ruler’s crafty interference in what they
wanted to print or read. They could print, say and sing what they wanted
as long as it broadly conformed to decency and loosely conceived
Christian morals. Did they then use this new freedom to branch out into
politics? Between 1747 and 1774 I count (without broadsides) 302
German publications in the colonies. Of these only twenty-seven (8.94 per
cent) related to politics, and of these twenty-seven prints sixteen were
published between 1763 and 1766: optimal conditions produced about the
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same result as censorship and rulers’ strict control of the public sphere.4

Put differently: Küster’s result may point to something extremely
important: People in the early modern world under normal conditions
probably really considered politics arcana imperii about which they only
cared if they directly affected their own life. Beiler’s and Lambert’s papers
on the other side indicate, as does the bulk of the German publications in
North America, that this lack of curiosity was strictly confined to politics,
not to the religious world, to which the bulk of German and English
publications in the eighteenth century belonged.5

In the revised version of his paper, Dr Küster has taken up the chal-
lenges to his major thesis and has expanded his paper by offering concise
descriptions of the French and English reactions to the battle of Dettingen
to his paper. This is most welcome indeed, for both the French as well as
the English reactions differ sharply from the Austrian and the Hanoverian
ones. The latter are strictly focused on the rulers and guided as well as
initiated by the rulers’ councils and ministers, but the French and English
reactions very quickly developed a life apart from that of government and
courts. Indeed, more than that, both were rather critical of the role rulers
and their governments played, queried the veracity of news spread by the
courts, presented information in ways that generally helped readers
interpret the events at Dettingen in their wider political and military
contexts while at the same time suggesting alternative behaviors.

These valuable extensions still, of course, leave us without an answer
to why there were so sharply divergent reactions in countries that
essentially shared the same constitutional set-up. And indeed we still do
not know whether indeed people in France and England were more
curious about political processes than those in the electorate and in
Austria. One possible answer might be that the reactions might have been
part of a public discourse mainly between members of the political elite
– although Dr Küster does indeed mention that the readership of these
newspapers and pamphlets did reach wider. His paper suggests, too, a
most important question that deserves much further study: Why did rulers
within one monarchy feel that they have to inform a public, communicate
with it and engage in critical dialogue with the subjects while rulers in
other monarchies strictly discouraged such dialogues, restricted their
information policy to particular ritualistic forms like prayers and the
singing of the Te Deum? These stark differences suggest structural
divergences between eighteenth-century monarchies that deserve to be
explored at greater depths by future historians.

*



On Forms of Communications

91

If it is true that there is a direct relationship between the accessibility to
politics and people’s curiosity in politics – and I formulate this thesis on
the flimsiest of evidence just presented – then focusing on the word of God
as the primary area for public debate and communicative networks seems
more than justified. But this will only hold if we define communication
only as meaning “exchanges of words” within the public sphere. Com-
munication, however, comes in many more shapes and sizes, too. Within
the religious world we have the world of devotional objects from the
rosary to images of the cross; equally significant is the world of what
Timothy H. Breen called the “baubles of Britain”, the world of goods with
the many meanings they carried – from the special habit of the clergy to
the sweet delights of West Indian sugar.6 And of course hidden from the
public we have the tons of reports, instructions, letters and missives
exchanged between merchants in the Atlantic World7 and rulers and their
underlings; these were efforts to keep up with developments in other parts
of the world and structure them within the possibilities technology
provided: Time and distance shaped these efforts – factors largely
unimportant within the religious world – and in doing so colored the
nature of political and mercantile decision making. In this context
Geoffrey Parker used the terms “micro-management” and “macro-
management” to describe the nature of decision making: Time and
distance constricted the ruler and the merchant to macro-management;
when he failed to abide by these rules and indulged in micromanagement
he was bound to mess up as Philip II did repeatedly.8

One other thing we learn from the example of Philip II: In the early
modern period (as may even be true today) the problem often was not a
lack of information but an information overload that led to indecision and
confusion – an insight that points to the important links between institu-
tions, organizations, and the management of communications. And that
brings me back to the religious world. The rulers’ overload of information
meant choosing between conflicting information without clear criteria; the
believer on the other hand had clear criteria that guided him in choosing
between right and wrong, between the true believers and the sycophants,
between the heretics and the saints. Poor and devout Catholic Philip II
lacked this sure perspective – and probably we historians do, too.
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Notes

1. On the distinction and its importance for eighteenth-century North
America cf. Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: Publication and
the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America, Cambridge MA, 1990.

2. Drawing on statistics on the publication of pro- and anti-religious
tracts relating to Whitefield and Tennent that I published in Hermann
Wellenreuther, Ausbildung und Neubildung: Die Geschichte Nordameri-
kas vom Ausgang des 17. Jahrhunderts bis zum Ausbruch der Amerikan-
ischen Revolution 1775, Münster, 2002, p. 327; it seems to me that the
inter-colonial discourse was limited to George Whitefield; pamphlets
against him were published between 1738 and 1746 in Boston (34),
Newport, RI (1), New York (1), Philadelphia (8) and Charleston (5). These
figures indicate that the oral message of Whitefield may have been spread
much wider than the printed word for or against him.

3. For a splendid summary of what we know cf. Thomas Klingebiel,
“Huguenot Settlements in Central Europe,” in Hartmut Lehmann et al. (ed.),
In Search of Peace and Prosperity: New German Settlements in Eighteenth-
Century Europe and America, University Park PA, 2000, pp. 39–67.

4. I have used figures I published in Wellenreuther, Ausbildung und
Neubildung, p. 644f.

5. Ibid., pp. 641–5.
6. Timothy H. Breen, ““Baubles of Britain”: The American Consumer

Revolutions of the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 119 (1988), 73–
104; Breen, “An Empire of Goods: The Anglicization of Colonial
America, 1690–1776,” Journal of British Studies 25 (1986), 467–499;
John Brewer and Roy Porter, (eds), Consumption and the World of Goods,
London, 1994; Carole Shammas, “Changes in English and Anglo-
American Consumption from 1550 to 1800,” in J. Brewer and R. Porter
(eds), Consumption and the World of Goods, London, 1994, pp. 177–205;
C. Shammas, The Pre-Industrial Consumer in England and America,
Oxford, 1990.

7. The communicative structures and networks of the Atlantic World
are the subject of Claudia Schnurmann, Atlantische Welten: Engländer
und Niederländer im amerikanisch-atlantischen Raum 1648–1713,
Cologne, 1998; Schnurmann, Europa trifft Amerika: Atlantische Wirt-
schaft in der Frühen Neuzeit, 1492–1783, Frankfurt a. M., 1998.

8. Geoffrey Parker, The Grand Strategy of Philippe II, New Haven CT,
1998; I have discussed the relation between time, information and
mercantile decision making in Wellenreuther, Ausbildung und Neubild-
ung, pp. 452–6.
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5
Spreading “Good Tidings” in Various
Ways: How Sovereigns, Furly, and
Whitefield used the Media that Suited
their Messages Best

Carola Wessel

Communication consists of a number of elements: A message, somebody
who sends this message, somebody else who receives it, and a medium to
transport the message. The articles by Rose Beiler, Sebastian Küster and
Frank Lambert tell different stories, spanning almost 100 years and two
continents. However, in comparing the elements of communication named
in each article, it is possible to see striking differences as well as surprising
agreements that tell us a lot about the development of communication in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The messages referred to in each
article are quite different. In Sebastian Küster’s contribution, one event is
the content of all communication: The battle at Dettingen. A very different
message is that of George Whitefield and other preachers dealt with by
Frank Lambert: They preach the gospel as they understand it in promoting
the “New Birth.” Rose Beiler does not concentrate on one topic, but
analyses the various theological and economic messages included in the
communication of Benjamin Furly and his friends. To compose and
distribute such a message, it needs a sender or a mediator. It is helpful if
the people who want to send a message dispose of the influence and
relations to spread it as far as possible. Most people introduced to us by
the articles were secular leaders or leaders of religious groups. They were
used to dealing with the word, be it the word of God or other words, and
to communicate messages to other people. In addition, especially the
Pietists had established networks that could be used for the dissemination
of information. It helped to have commercial ties that could also be used
for religious purposes.

Küster names a number of senders: the empress of Austria, the elector
of Hanover, the government of France, and the government of England.
In Austria and Hanover, the sovereigns of the states were the only source
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of information, and they used the churches (Catholic as well as Lutheran)
as their mouthpiece, also in a one-dimensional way. In this case religion,
in the form of a liturgical hymn, was utilized, and this can be interpreted
as a recognition of the efficiency of the clerical modes of communication,
better than those the state had at its own disposal. Although the rulers of
France and England also conveyed information, other voices were added
to theirs in these countries. People send particular information in private
letters. More important, however, were the printers and publishers of
pamphlets and newspapers: They added information not necessarily
available through the head of state, and they did not hold back with their
own opinions, especially in England where they used the battle of
Dettingen to criticize the politics of Parliament.

The sovereign of the state as the single source of information, distrib-
uted through the single Church – this way of communication would not
work in North America as presented to us by Lambert in lack of a single
government as well as a single Church.1 Although Whitefield acted in a
religious realm, he was not confined to one Church, which is nicely
illustrated by the fact that he did not let himself be constrained to a specific
church building, but addressed all people in an open field. Without
wanting to take this image too far, it can be interpreted as a symbol for the
new way of freedom of information that was possible in North America.
In the absence of a single government and single Church, the field to reach
as many and as various people as possible was open, and what Furly had
done in his private circle of friends was transferred to a higher level:
building a network of communication that stretched to a previously
unknown size. Since the colonies were mostly settled by people who
favored freedom of religion, no laws or censors would hinder Whitefield
or other preachers to do this. Therefore, many voices were heard in North
America, including various preachers who existed next to each other and
in this way offered people a choice: everybody could make his or her own
decision about whom to listen to, something people in Austria or Hanover
could not even imagine.

Beiler concentrates on the communication network of one person,
Benjamin Furly, who mostly distributed information instead of being a
sender himself. In fact, he was a prototype of a mediator with wide-
ranging connections and broad language skills. He translated the religious
messages of other Pietists, and he also distributed Penn’s pamphlets on
Pennsylvania or copied the letters of people who reported on this new
colony. Here we do not have a one-dimensional way of the distribution of
information, but a number of senders who would also be recipients. Many
of their messages, however, went through the mouth or the hands of Furly.
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In this way, Beiler’s contributions ask us to pay attention to the mediators,
here Furly, in the case of Dettingen the church in Austria and Hanover, or
the publishers of newspapers in the case of Whitefield. One person was
very seldom in the position to get his or her message across on his or her
own; even monarchs relied on multipliers, and it would be very interesting
to follow the ways of the messages and analyse if they were changed on
the way.

This important role of communication networks is obvious in the papers
of Beiler and Lambert, and Beiler also points us to other networks that
existed next to the religious network of people like Whitefield: economic
networks. In the case of Furly, both religious and economic partners were
used similarly; he applied his commercial connections to reach religious
goals.2 However, there also existed purely economic networks, and it
would be very interesting to compare their communication networks. In
addition, these papers concentrate on connections between Protestants –
Catholic networks also existed.3

Concerning the recipients of the messages, we are presented with
various types of audiences. In Austria and Hanover, the people who sang
the Te Deum seem to be an undistinguishable mass. Almost all of the
subjects could be reached via the Catholic or the Lutheran Church
respectively. It seems that they were only concerned about their own small
world; they accepted whatever information they received from the rulers
through the Church as sufficient, and they did not ask for additional facts
or other opinions. In France and England, however, the addressees of the
message did not just accept it, but asked further questions and voiced their
own opinions, and in turn they found an audience that was interested in
learning more and listened to them or bought their papers. Here, at least
the writers and publishers emerge as people with their own voices, and
they offered their audience several opinions to choose from.

The participants in Beiler’s as well as in Lambert’s stories differ very
much from the inhabitants of Austria and Hanover. Their horizon was
much wider. Most of them had traveled themselves; they were aware of a
world outside of their own town, and they were interested in the events in
other areas of the world.4 However, in both cases their audience does not
include the whole public, but only those interested in religious topics.
Furly and his friends exchanged news about pietistic movements in a
number of countries, and here senders and recipients enjoyed similar
respect and came from the same group of people. When he conveyed
information on the newly available land in Pennsylvania, Furly also
addressed this message to members of pietistic groups and offered them
a land of refuge. That the addressees of Furly’s messages belonged to a
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more specific group of people instead of a general public was caused by
their specific situation: since persecution was threatening, they did not
want to arouse too much attention. Although Whitefield’s audience did not
suffer persecution, they were similar to that of Furly in their open-
mindedness. Lambert tells us how the news of Whitefield’s sermons was
distributed through newspapers, broadsides, and printed sermons, and
how people eagerly read about the awakening and longed to be part of a
inter-colonial and even trans-Atlantic movement. Whitefield did not
address a congregation as a whole, but each individual, and each listener
was asked to make his or her personal decision. Other than the masses
addressed in Austria and Hanover, Whitefield wanted to reach each person
individually, and he succeeded; individuality was discovered in mass
meetings. It was no contradiction that, at the same time, he tried to reach
as many people as possible.

Lambert has shown the development of a marketplace of religion:
There was more than one source of information, more than one message
to listen to, and people had to make a choice.5 People were interested in
listening to somebody else in addition to their own pastor and his well-
known message; they came to hear Whitefield and the other itinerant
preachers. This willingness of an audience to listen to new messages was
a requirement, and obviously there were more people in North America
than in Austria or Hanover who wanted to be such an audience (and for
some of them, this may have been a reason to emigrate to the colonies).
Would people in Hanover or Austria have come to meetings like this, in
case the Church would have allowed it? On the other hand, had the battle
of Dettingen concerned North America as much as the four countries
analysed by Küster, it can be assumed that the reactions in the news would
have been even more numerable and diverse than in England.

In looking at the audience, we can see how both elements depend on
one another: People can only develop a sense of alternatives when there
is a market that offers choices. On the other hand, such a market can only
develop when people are willing to try something new and to make
choices. We can see such a marketplace of opinions already in England
in looking at the reactions to the battle of Dettingen; however, the
marketplace of religion described by Lambert for New England is a very
striking example for this development.

The medium that was used to convey the message also differs in the
stories told by Beiler, Küster, and Lambert. To inform the people of the
battle of Dettingen, the Te Deum seemed to be the medium of choice
across borders. Using just this one medium of oral communication was
obviously considered sufficient in Austria and Hanover. Gun salutes and
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ringing bells did not carry a message in itself, they were just used to alert
the listeners that something had happened.

Other forms of media were added in France and England. In addition
to private letters,6 printed media were very important. Newsletters,
pamphlets, and newspapers contributed information about the battle or the
names of the wounded, and they were also used as a way to spread
personal opinions on this event. Whitefield and the other itinerant
preachers used, according to Lambert, mainly two media: speech and
print. As in traditional churches, the word of God was preached in
sermons. Whitefield spoke to his audience, as other preachers did too. His
success, however, was supported by his use of printed media: his sermons
were published, so that people could read his message even in places he
did not visit. Newspapers, in addition to the oral reports of participants,
distributed information on his meetings. In this way they did not only
inform people about these events but raised their curiosity and kindled the
wish to listen to this preacher in person. In announcing the dates and
places of Whitefield’s next appearances, they also assured that their
readers would know when and where their curiosity would be answered.
As Lambert has aptly shown, Whitefield knew how to use the press for his
purposes, and the press was happy to have something to report on, so both
profited from their collaboration. Even specific revival magazines were
printed. This use of the press distinguished this revival from previous
awakenings, enlarged its impact and enabled its big success.7

On the other hand, the use of this medium was a result of the absence
of a single church that could be used to convey information to almost
everybody, as Maria Theresa and George August had done: Whitefield had
to look for other media because he could not reach everybody through
announcements made by a priest or pastor. He could (and would) not
count on the help of an official Church to get his message heard, and so
he enlisted another force, the press. In this case, Whitefield used the press
to distribute his religious message. It would be interesting to see how
secular messages were announced. How, for example, would the news of
a victory in a battle as in Dettingen be made known to the American
public?

The differing use of media among Furly and his friends was caused by
the specific composition of their group. They did not want to inform as
many people as possible, but just a few other people, and handwritten
correspondence was the medium of choice. Therefore, an extensive
network of letter writing was established, which was quite common in
pietistic circles.8 Whenever possible, oral communication was added, and
therefore visits and travels played an important role to communicate
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information. When it came to propagate the land in Pennsylvania,
however, Furly and his friends used printed pamphlets to reach a wider
audience. Among their circle of friends, Whitefield and the other preachers
also used such a letter-writing network. Letters were written to inform
congregations about the advent of Whitefield and about his successes.9 In
publishing his journals and some of his letters, Whitefield transgressed the
boundaries between handwritten and printed media.

As can be seen in these examples, speech was one of the main forms
of communication used in the eighteenth century, but it was not the only
one. In addition to oral forms of communication, various forms of
handwritten and printed media conveyed information. The right use of the
right medium at the right time enabled the success of the sender – a simple
truth that has not changed until today. We still know so much about the
people portrayed in these papers because they used the various forms of
media well and were successful, otherwise we would not have any records
of their messages. On the other hand, governments may deliberately
decide to keep their subjects uninformed by not using media, and as long
as the people did accept this and did not look for additional ways to gain
information, on a battle or on other topics, the governments also were
successful.

Although various media have been named in the contributions of Beiler,
Küster and Lambert, I would like to add some more to enlarge the picture.
So far, we have focused on forms of communication that consist mainly
of words, either spoken or written. Speeches, sermons, newspapers, even
Te Dea mostly apply to the mind of the listener or reader. There were,
however, possibilities to reach the other senses and thereby raise the
attention of the audience and influence the emotions of the addressee.

Whitefield is a very good example for somebody who used other media
than those appealing to the mind of a person. For him and his colleagues,
religion was a matter of the heart. To be saved was not an intellectual
experience but an emotional one. Although Lambert mentions the fact that
Whitefield tried to provoke an emotional response from his audience, he
does not elaborate on Whitefield’s use of dramatic elements to reach this
goal. This element seemed so important to Whitefield’s biographer Stout
that he titled his book The Divine Dramatist, and in this biography we find
a large number of references to drama and the stage that very convincingly
explain why Whitefield was so successful. He would not preach in
churches but outdoors and use the surroundings to illustrate his message:
when he was standing on a hill, he would talk about Jesus’ sermon on the
mound; when the crowd assembled in the areas where executions took
place, he would stand on the scaffold and remind his audience of torments
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and death. He possessed a strong, “lion-like” voice and made sure that he
was standing in the right direction so that the wind would carry it; in this
way he reached thousands of people. When preaching, he would take on
various roles and impersonate the biblical figures he talked about. Body
language and gestures were important ways to underline his message, and
his listeners were captivated by this theatrical performance, especially in
North America where stage plays were less common than in England. In
addition, he used music to transform his audience into participants through
the singing of hymns. And Whitefield succeeded in moving his audience,
as was obvious when tears were flowing.10

A medium that became increasingly popular in the eighteenth century
was the broadside. Since it consisted of only one page, it could be printed
quickly and therefore carry up-to-date information. It was also quite cheap
and could be bought by people who were not able to subscribe to news-
papers or buy books of sermons or other topics. Often, a woodcut would
raise the attention of the potential buyer. The text was frequently printed
in verse and was therefore easy to memorize and pleasant to listen to in
case the broadside was read to a public. Unfortunately, broadsides were
often thrown away when, for example, the preacher whose arrival it had
announced had left town or the interest in the topic had dwindled.11

A good example for the use of such broadsides is the death of White-
field in 1770. Looking at a sample of ten broadsides printed on this
occasion, we can see that all of them are surrounded by a thick black
border, signaling the sad content of their message. Four broadsides show
a woodcut of Whitefield lying on a bench next to his coffin, demonstrating
how Whitefield’s corpse was placed at the foot of the pulpit during the
funeral service at “Old South” Presbyterian Church in Newburyport on 31
September 1770, where he was also buried. Another woodcut shows
Whitefield when he was still alive, preaching from a pulpit and surrounded
by men and women eagerly listening to him. Others only display small
ornaments of an angel or a scull. Whitefield’s name and death are always
mentioned in a pre-eminent way in the title. The texts are also similar.
Most of them are in verse, and the poem composed by Whitefield himself
for his death is printed in three of these broadsides. One even adds the tune
to the ode printed. All mourn the death of this pious person, and most of
them do this in words that could easily be remembered and told to others:
“Still is that voice which once with music rung, on whose soft accent
crowds enchanting hung! Conceal’d those eyes whose light’nings could
control, perswade, inflame, or sooth th’ extatic soul!”12

This example illustrates the use of another medium, namely broadsides,
to inform the public of an event, here the death of a famous person, to



Carola Wessel

100

convey additional information on the circumstances of the event and to
use this opportunity to appeal to the readers, in this case to lead a more
pious life themselves.

Another broadside announces the use of yet another medium: “Just
arrived from London, For the Entertainment of the Curious and Others . . .
The Solar or Camera Obscura Microscope . . . For the Evening Diversion,
The Clock and Camera Obscura, with the Battle of Dettingen, and several
Italian Landscapes . . .”13 This broadside was printed in 1744, only one
year after the battle of Dettingen. It can be assumed that the image of the
Battle of Dettingen had already toured in Great Britain for a while before
coming to North America. Whether it was indeed the topic of this battle
or rather the Camera Obscura that attracted viewers to this show is hard
to tell, however, this was a way of bringing more information about the
events of Dettingen to people on another continent. In appealing to the
eyes of the audience, the battle scenes could be portrayed much more
lively than by just using words. It would be interesting to know how many
people saw it in England and whether this image also traveled through
Germany.

These are just a few examples for the use of additional media. One
could also imagine songs celebrating the victory in the battle of Dettingen
or hymns composed about the Great Awakening, as well as illustrations
portraying the wonderful land of Pennsylvania or depicting Whitefield
preaching to a crowd of people. These would have been means to reach
an even wider audience, especially people who could not read and had no
opportunities to travel and see Whitefield or Pennsylvania themselves.

All of the three cases presented here deal with examples where national
borders are crossed. Concerning the content of the message, it would be
interesting to see if and how this message was changed when directed to
another audience. Did Furly write differently when addressing his
correspondents in Europe or in North America? Did Whitefield try to
adapt his message to the varying circumstances in England or in North
America? How did the Te Deum and the announcement combined with it
differ in Austria from that in Hanover? Another aspect not dealt with in
the articles are the requirements for these forms of communication, such
as the availability of paper, ink, and a press or the access to channels of
distribution like mail riders and ships. Especially in times of war, such
resources were often limited and led to breakdowns of communication.
Also, the influence of the technology on the content of the message would
need further investigation.

In comparing the three stories told in the articles by Beiler, Küster, and
Lambert, we can see that the use of some media did not depend on time,
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place or topic: Both Furly and Whitefield exchanged letters with their
friends, English newspapers reported on the battle of Dettingen as well as
on the Great Awakening. More striking than these similarities, however,
are the differences: while Austrian and Hanoverian citizens seemed
content with the information they received from their rulers, at the same
time people in England and North America were able to choose from a
number of opinions and decided themselves what they wanted to believe
concerning Dettingen or the way to salvation. The ways of communication
that were available to them formed the demands of the audience and in
return the expectations of the people influenced the content and form of
the information they received. The success of the sender depended on his
correct assessment of his audience and the optimal use of the media
available to him. These contributions show us some steps on the road to
communication as we know it today: worldwide and diverse in form as
well as in content. In general, the message, the recipients and the circum-
stances influenced the choice of the medium. Obviously, oral communica-
tion can only be successful with a relatively small group of people and
over short distances. As soon as news needed to be transferred over a
longer distance or even the Atlantic Ocean, it became necessary to write
or print it. Spreading good tidings at home could be done by speeches;
spreading them abroad needed other media.

Notes

1. However, his first sphere of closed Puritan communities as named
by Lambert can be compared to Austria and Hanover as described by
Küster in the way that it did not offer choices. Here a further distinction
between New England and the middle colonies would be necessary.

2. Many Pietists cared for the spiritual as well as the material needs of
their fellow Christians. Halle, for example, exported Bibles as well as
medicine.

3. See, for example, the trading network of the Augsburg firm of
Obwexer to the Caribbean as described in Michaela Schmölz-Häberlein,
Connecting Worlds: Communications and Commerce in Consumer Goods
between Latin America, the Caribbean and Central Europe in the 18th
Century, Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the DGfA, Wittenberg,
23 May 2002). Also, compare the studies of English-Dutch relations in the
North Atlantic by Claudia Schnurmann.
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4. This is at least true concerning religious topics, see the comment
by Hermann Wellenreuther.

5. Although this marketplace is very obvious in the Great Awakening,
it was not invented by it. Especially in the middle colonies, the inhabitants
were already used to a number of different denominations.

6. Küster does not mention private communication for Austria or
Hanover, although one could imagine that such letters existed there as well
as in France. However, it is difficult to find evidence for this.

7. It was not unique, though: in Germany, the Pietists in Halle, for
example, knew very well how to use printed media to spread information
on the orphanage or their mission activities.

8. August Hermann Francke in Halle, for example, spent a good deal
of his time reading and writing letters to his fellow Pietists, as can be seen
from his diaries, preserved in the Archives of the Francke Foundation in
Halle.

9. Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the
Rise of Modern Evangelism, Grand Rapids MI, 1991, XXII and 101.

10. Stout, Divine Dramatist. Stout gives a number of examples
throughout his book, just a few references: Voice: 40, 90, body language:
40, 94, 118, taking on of roles: 106, drawing on the physical landscape to
enliven his message: 78, use of music: 79, tears: 81 et passim.

11. I am convinced that a large number of broadsides announced visits
of Whitefield and reported on the masses that listened to his sermons.
Küster only mentions broadsides in passing because he thinks that they did
not reach a large public audience. I assume, however, that broadsides on
the battle of Dettingen made their way to Hanover and added information
to what was heard in church. In addition to poems praising the King, there
is, for example, an “Aufrichtiges Send-Schreiben Eines guten Freundes
aus Hanau An Einem seiner Bekandten in Franckfurt am Mayn, Von der
ohnlängst Zwischen der Alliirten und Frantzösis. Armeen Bey Dettingen
und Klein-Ostein vorgefallenen Action: In welchem Einige Merckwürdig-
keiten, so sich sowohl vor als nach dem Treffen zugetragen, welche dieser
gute Freund theils selbst mit angesehen, und theils von wahrhaftigen
Persohnen mündlich benachrichtiget worden; enthalten sind.” “Zuver-
läßige Nachricht, Von Dem am 27. Junii 1743. zwischen denen Herrn
Alliirten und den Franzosen bey Dettingen vorgefallenen Treffen: Nebst
einem Verzeichniß Der vornehmsten Französischen Gefangenen Todten
und Verwundeten; Wie auch Der Oesterreichischen und Hannöverischen
Todten und Bleßirten.” “Vollkommene Beschreibung, Von der am 27.
Junii 1743 zwischen denen Hohen Alliirten und Denen Frantzosen, bey
Dettingen vorgefallenen Action: Wie nicht weniger eine Summarische
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Specification Der Frantzösischen Gefangenen und beyderseits geblie-
benen Toden und Bleßirten; Nach dem zum Vorschein gekommenen
Englischen Original. [Hannover]: Zu bekommen bey J. L. Heynen,
[1743].” Even a list of casualties was printed: “Liste Derer am 27sten Junii
1743. in der bey Dettingen vorgefallenen Action gebliebenen Mannschafft
von Sr. Königl. Majest. von Groß-Britannien und Chur-Fürstl. Durchl. zu
Braunschweig-Lüneburg Teutschen Regimentern zu Fuß, wie auch von
der Artillerie.” See also: Sebastian Küster, Dettingen: Eine Schlacht im
Lichte der Öffentlichkeit, passim.

12. Unfortunately, none of these broadsides includes an imprint. It is
therefore hard to tell if, for example the woodcut was used by just one
printer who published several broadsides on this occasion or by various
printers. Phillis Wheatley, “An elegiac poem, on the death of that
celebrated divine, and eminent servant of Jesus Christ, the late Reverend,
and pious George Whitefield . . .,” Historical Society of Pennsylvania
AbG 1770–8; “A hymn, composed by the Reverend Dr. Whitefield, to be
sung over his own corpse, taken from the original, May 1, 1764”,
Historical Society of Pennsylvania, p. 9; “Two funeral hymns, composed
by that eminent servant of the most high God, the late Reverend and
learned George Whitefield . . .”, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, p. 10;
“An elegy on the death of the Rev. Mr. George Whitefield . . .”, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, p. 11 (quote from this text); “A true copy of the
last will and testament of the late Rev. George Whitefield.”, Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, p. 12; “A short poem, on the death of the Rev’d
Mr. George Whitefield . . .”, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, p. 13; “A
funeral elegy, on the Revd. and renowned George Whitefield . . .”,
Historical Society of Pennsylvania, p. 14; “A funeral elegy, on the Revd.
and renowned George Whitefield . . .”, Historical Society of Pennsyl-
vania, p. 15; “An ode set to music, consecrated to the memory of the Rev.
George Whitefield, A. M., who left this transitory life in full assurance of
one more glorious . . . by one of his friends in Boston . . .” Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, p. 16; “Phillis’s Poem on the death of Mr.
Whitefield.”, American Antiquarian Society BDSDS 1770.

13. Library Company of Philadelphia, sm#Am 1744 Jus 177.F. The
Camera Obscura was a dark box or room with a hole in one end. If the hole
was small enough, an inverted image would be seen on the opposite wall.
Lenses improved the picture shown, and the cameras became quite
popular. Even more popular was the Laterna Magica, where images were
projected onto a wall from a small painting on a piece of glass by using
lenses and a source of light. Possibly the image of Dettingen was shown
through such a Laterna Magica.
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6
The Telegraph and Transatlantic
Communication Relations

Jürgen Wilke

Introduction

The “communication revolution” of the nineteenth century was a result of
various factors.1 The Gutenberg press had been in use since the middle of
the fifteenth century, yet it had not undergone any noteworthy changes.
In 1811 though, the construction of the high-speed printing machine led
to a considerable increase in printing capacities. Thus, newspapers could
be produced in higher numbers and in less time than before. The invention
of the rotary press in the second half of the nineteenth century led to yet
another increase in circulations. These innovations and inventions did not
only change the means of production, but also the means of communi-
cation. The telegraph should be mentioned foremost in this respect,
followed by the telephone.

The invention of the electric telegraph was an important breakthrough
in human communication. Since antiquity, man had sought for ways to
accelerate communication,2 yet all attempts to solve this problem remained
insufficient or unrealistic. For millennia, messages had to be delivered by
messengers, whose speed could (at best) be increased by using horses or
establishing a relay system. The use of messengers, however, imposed
limits on the speed of communication – limits that only the immaterial
transmission of signals through electricity could surpass. The telegraph
made time irrelevant to communication because the transmission and the
reception of a message occurred (almost) simultaneously. Space, too, was
also virtually irrelevant. No longer did geographical distance determine
the time it took to deliver a message. The telegraph did – as some experts
claim – “annihilate” time and space; distance “disappeared”.3 The
telegraph not only speeded up communication and made distance an
unimportant factor; it also caused an integration of communication
relations and networks, both on the national and the international level.
The telegraph signaled the beginning of the age of globalization at least
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in the field of communication. Of course, messages had been relayed over
great distances before the invention of the telegraph, but the impediments
to transportation, such as road quality or weather conditions, made
delivery quite difficult. In comparison, the telegraph offered clear
economic advantages, which made it a prominent and dynamic factor in
trade and commerce. Moreover, the mass media profited from the
telegraph, particularly the organizations that evolved into today’s news
agencies.

The topic of this article is the role the telegraph played in transatlantic
communication relations, particularly between Germany and the United
States. My main focus will be the period from 1875 until World War I, but
I will also provide some additional remarks about the postwar period.
First, I will explain how the telegraph developed, following with a
description of the dimensions and preconditions of transatlantic tele-
graphic communication. Next, I will deal with the forms and content of
telegraphic communication and the importance of the telegraph in
developing a transatlantic news exchange. The question I will address is:
how did technology and its implementation by various organizations
change the ways of information?

The Evolution of the Telegraph

The telegraph is the result of a long chain of discoveries, ideas and
scientific experiments conceived and carried out by numerous scientists
and inventors (today called “engineers”).4 At the beginning of the
nineteenth century, some of these inventors were looking for a conven-
tional solution to the problem of long-distance communication. In France
for example, Claude Chappe experimented at the beginning of the 1790s
with a system of optical telegraphy.5 Yet, it was not until scientists experi-
mented with and learned to manage electricity in the nineteenth century
that the telegraph became a realistic option. Not only were significant
improvements in conducting technology necessary for the construction of
the telegraph, inventors also had to solve problems regarding encryption
and recording. As a consequence, many different types of telegraphs
emerged in the early decades of the nineteenth century. These “proto-
types”, however, still suffered from several technical and practical flaws.
Eventually, Samuel F. B. Morse – an American – found a satisfying
solution to these problems. On 4 September 1837, he demonstrated his
telegraph in a public experiment in New York City. For several years,
Morse continued to improve his telegraph until it was ready for a large-
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scale experiment in 1844. On 1 May, the Morse telegraph transmitted the
nomination of the presidential candidate from the Whig (now Republican)
party convention in Baltimore to Washington DC. This proved that
telegraphing was much faster than sending a message by train.6 Later that
month, the complete line was opened for public use.

It took much longer to implement the telegraph in Germany; because
the German Federation was not a strong centralized state but rather a
conglomerate of many autonomous states, the development of the
telegraph varied regionally.7 Traditionally, private entrepreneurship had
not played an important role in building an infrastructure, and therefore
– in contrast to the US – German governments took on the task of
constructing the necessary networks themselves, which were mostly
designed to suit the needs of the railroad companies. This does not mean
though, that private interest did not count at all. In fact, Prussia was the
first country in continental Europe to open its telegraph lines to the public
on 1 October 1849, first the lines from Berlin to Hamburg and Aachen,
then from Düsseldorf to Elberfeld.8 In the decades following 1849, the
Prussian telegraph network gradually became more extensive; until 1871,
the year the German Empire was founded, it remained the most far-
reaching network of all the German states, followed by Bavaria and
Saxony. Before the founding of the North German Confederation in 1865–
6, 653 telegraph stations existed in Prussia connected to a network with a
total line length of 12,148 km.9 In contrast, US telegraph lines had already
reached a total length of 16,735 miles by 1852.10

The Extent and Intensity of Telegraphic
Communication

We have statistics on the number of telegraph stations and the length of
telegraph lines in several German states, beginning in the 1850s.11 Yet,
there are no statistical data regarding the degree to which the telegraph was
used. This was not recorded before the foundation of the German Empire
and the establishment of the Deutsche Reichs-Post- und Telegraphen-
verwaltung (German Post and Telegraph Administration). The annual
statistics issued by this administration enable us today to describe the
extent and the intensity of telegraphic communication from 1875 until
1913, the year prior to World War I. Certainly, these are basic statistics that
lack the specific details today’s historians desire. Therefore, although
these statistics do not provide an answer to all our questions, we can still
use them to describe in detail some developments of importance.
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Looking at Figure 6.1, one notices immediately how fast telegraphic
communication grew in the German Empire. In 1875, 11,044,426 tele-
grams were transmitted, by 1913 there were 61,217,520. Within four
decades, there had been an increase in telegraphic communication of more
than 500 per cent. In 1888, for the first time the total number of telegrams
exceeded 20 million, 30 million in 1893, 40 million in 1899 and 50 million
in 1907. Figure 6.1 shows clearly a steadily rising graph. Yet, a closer
examination of the available data shows that the reality behind this large
growth is more complex (Figure 6.2), because the growth of telegram
traffic varies from one year to another, but only twice did the number
diminish, in 1876 and – to a lesser degree – in 1908. Otherwise, the years
between 1875 and 1913 saw a continuous, albeit varying, increase in
telegraphic communication. There were high rates of growth in 1879,
1880 and 1888 (an increase of more than 10 per cent) compared to low
rates in 1885 (+ 1.51 per cent), 1896 (+ 0.73 per cent), 1901 (+ 1.17 per
cent), and 1902 (+ 0.01 per cent). A sharp increase in 1879–80 was
followed by a decline that lasted a few years. In the middle of the 1880s,
this downward trend was reversed and from then on growth fluctuated
until the middle of the 1890s. Until 1905, the average rates of growth
remained much lower than before. From then on, telegraphic communica-
tion seems to have grown again by a large percentage, in comparison to
the previous year (+ 9.6 per cent in 1913). During the entire period under
investigation the average increase of telegram traffic was 5.1 per cent,
while the average increase of foreign trade was four per cent.12

The statistics of the Deutsche Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung
also indicate the origin and the destination of all transmitted telegrams.
Using these statistics, we can roughly describe the national and inter-
national scope of German telegraphic communication. As expected,
telegram traffic took place mostly within the German Empire. Of all the
telegrams transmitted in 1875, 67 per cent had a destination in Germany,
compared to 16 per cent that were sent to other countries, 14 per cent that
came from abroad, and three per cent that only passed through Germany.
These proportions remained constant for the following years. Two thirds
(or slightly less) of all telegrams had domestic destinations. International
telegrams accounted for only a sixth of Germany’s telegram traffic – a
fraction that remained quite stable, too. In the beginning, the number of
telegrams that were sent to other countries slightly exceeded the number
of telegrams coming from other countries. From 1883 on, telegrams from
other countries prevailed. However the scale of Figure 6.1 is too small to
clearly show this. In 1908, for example, the “inflow” exceeded the
“outflow” by nearly 1.8 million telegrams. One might compare this to the
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Note: As there were no data available for 1909, 1911, and 1912, averages of earlier
and later years were calculated.
Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung.

Figure 6.1 Telegram Traffic in the German Reich (1875–1913).

fact “that the German balance of trade was negative during most of the
nineteenth century.”13 In addition, the statistics of the telegraph admini-
stration classified telegrams according to their country of origin (since
1875) and their country of destination (since 1881). In the beginning, this
classification listed twenty-six countries; it later increased to thirty
countries. The records included mainly most European countries and all
other continents of the world, and for legal reasons (because they had
retained their own postal administration) the kingdoms of Bavaria and
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Ireland grew during the following decades (Figure 6.3). The first peak was
reached in 1895 with a total number of 1,306,214 telegrams. After a small
decline, the number rose again until it reached 1,944,965 telegrams in
1908. In the prewar years, numbers sharply declined. During the entire
period under examination, there were more telegrams transmitted from
Great Britain and Ireland than telegrams transmitted to these countries –
a veritable imbalance in the flow of communication.

Another country I will focus on is France. Communication relations
were extensive but – as Figure 6.3 shows – telegraphic communication
between France and Germany could not equal British-German communi-
cation. The same applies to the growth rate over a long period of time. My
central point of interest, however, is telegraphic communication with the
Americas. Official records contain information about this; yet, this
information is not broken down into data for different countries, so it is
not possible to tell from which countries the telegrams originated. For
various reasons, mostly historical, the United States is likely to have had

Note: As there were no data available for 1909, 1911, and 1912, averages of earlier
and later years were calculated.
Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung.

Figure 6.2 Rate of Changes in the Telegram Traffic in the German Reich
(1875–1913).
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the predominant position in transatlantic communication. It is impossible
to estimate if – and to what degree – telegrams from and to “America”
included telegrams from Canada and Southern America as well. Although,
judging from the route of the transatlantic wires, it is safe to assume their
share was minute.

Figure 6.3 shows the number of telegrams coming from America in
relation to those from Great Britain, and France. This figure highlights the
gap that existed in the communication to these countries. Fewer telegrams
were sent from America (and fewer had this destination) than from the big
European nations. Compared with telegrams from Great Britain and
Ireland (which accounted for 14 to 20 per cent of all international
telegrams in Germany) and telegrams from France (their share declined
from 15 per cent in 1881 to eight per cent around the turn of the century),
for 30 years telegrams from America accounted for only 2 to 5 per cent
of all international telegrams in Germany. Telegram traffic with America
peaked in 1913 with 5.28 per cent. Its share had been higher than 4 per

Note: As there were no data available for 1909, 1911, and 1912, averages of earlier
and later years were calculated.
Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung.

Figure 6.3 Telegrams from other Countries to the German Reich (1881–
1913).
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cent in the previous years; yet, this still meant that in Germany only one
out of 25 international telegrams came from America.

In regard to quantity, telegraphic communication between Germany
and America was not of paramount significance. Still, in absolute
numbers, the amount of telegrams was quite considerable and rapidly
increased over the years (Figure 6.4). In 1881, only 58,186 telegrams
came from America. By 1913, their number had jumped to 541,640 – an
increase of nearly 1,000 per cent, compared to the average increase of 500
per cent. Several reasons may have been responsible for this, including the
growing immigration to the United States and the intensifying relations
in trade and commerce. It follows, then, that German-American telegram
traffic also boomed. The graph illustrates this: in the early 1880s, as many
telegrams were transmitted from America as were sent there. This situation
had changed by the end of the decade. At this point in time, the number
of telegrams coming from America exceeded those sent to America by
120,000 in 1896.

Note: As there were no data available for 1909, 1911, and 1912, averages of earlier
and later years were calculated.
Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung.

Figure 6.4 German–American Telegram Traffic (1875–1913).
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Certainly the development of telegraphy seems to draw connections to
the growth of the German economy:14 Imports and exports increased from
three billion Marks in 1880 to 10 billion Marks in 1913. Britain was the
most important market for German goods, although its share decreased
from 20 per cent to 14 per cent between 1890 and 1913. Germany’s trade
was heavily financed through London. The imports from Britain were
lower than the exports to Britain, and their share in 1913 was cut to nearly
half the level from 1890. Nevertheless, German exports to Britain doubled
between 1890 and 1913, and those to the United States increased by about
50 per cent. The American imports to Germany grew even more (whereas
those from Europe fell) so the United States became Germany’s biggest
single supplier (28 per cent of all imports in 1913). Although the majority
of all German foreign investments were in Europe before the World War
I, 20 per cent were in America, particularly in prospering industries and
especially in American (and Canadian) railways.

Preconditions of Transatlantic Telegram Traffic

There can be no communication by telegraph unless there are wires that
carry electric signals over great distances. These wires can be above or
below ground. A transatlantic line posed specific problems; in both the
distance that had to be crossed and the fact that the cable had to be laid
on the bottom of the sea. This demanded powerful, trouble-free wires with
appropriate isolation. Since a sea conduit had been successfully laid
between Calais and Dover in 1851, the idea became more prominent that
America and Europe should be connected by a cable, too. Private
companies tried to realize this plan in the late 1850s but failed initially.15

A new endeavor, carried out with the help of the cable steamer Great East-
ern, the biggest sea ship at the time, succeeded. On 5 August 1866, the first
transatlantic line leading from Valentia, Ireland, to Heart’s Corner, New-
foundland, was opened. That same day, the line was used to transmit the
Prussian King William I’s entire speech to the Prussian Parliament after his
victory over Austria. The transmission is said to have cost 29,000 Marks.16

By the second half of the nineteenth century, extending the global
telegraph network became a primary goal of governments and telegraph
companies. The United Kingdom, with its vast empire, had a particularly
strong motivation, and also the necessary financial resources to do so.17

Telegraph companies were founded for the purpose of enlarging and
improving telegraph networks. The Anglo-American Telegraph Company
was one of them. It was responsible for laying further transatlantic wires
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in 1873, 1874, and 1880.18 The introduction of the “duplex technology”
in 1875 permitted the use of copper wires simultaneously in both direc-
tions, which increased transmission capacities. In 1869, a French company
(in which Paul Julius Reuter, the “father” of the British news agency, had
a share) laid a wire between Brest and Duxbury, Massachusetts.

In the early years of transatlantic telegraphic communications, the
German Empire depended on using British lines. In 1871, Germany built
a line to Lowestoft on the east coast of England. The line continued on to
London and from there to Valentia, the starting point of the transatlantic
wire of the Anglo-American Telegraph Company. The British maintained
a wire that connected Lowestoft and Emden via Norden. A German line
(with a length of 1,654 km) leading directly from Greetsiel to Valentia is
listed in the official telegraph records after 1881. We can assume that its
construction was necessary because of the increased German-American
telegram traffic. The Deutsche Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung
was the owner of these wires, which also controlled the lines to Lowestoft.

German dependence on British wires did not change until 1895. This
meant that British cable lines had to be used, and therefore had to be paid
for, giving their owners not only financial profit but also the possibility
to control the flow of contents. To avoid this, coding patterns were
introduced in telegraphy. Officially, the Anglo-American Telegraph
Company’s line from Valentia to Sydney, Cap Breton (situated on the
Canadian peninsula Nova Scotia), was simply seen as a part of the German
telegraph network. This perception started to change, though, when
Germany began to make plans for a transatlantic connection of its own.
In 1898 a new wire connected Borkum and Vigo on the Spanish west
coast. The new line acted as a junction for a German transatlantic wire. On
1 September 1900, a new wire connecting Borkum and New York City via
Horta (Azores) was opened for telegraphic communication. It was 7,670
km long and was maintained by the Deutsch-Atlantische Telegraphen-
gesellschaft. Another line of the Horta-New York cable began operation
in 1904. From this year until the outbreak of World War I, the German
Empire used these two transatlantic lines in German possession.

The global telegraph network reached far by the end of the nineteenth
century. Consequently, international communication had become increas-
ingly interconnected.19 Figure 6.5 illustrates this. As is seen in Figure 6.6,
the United Kingdom dominated the existing network. By 1898, two thirds
of the world’s telegraph lines were owned by the Crown or English
companies. The US ranked second with a sixth of the market share. In
comparison, Germany owned only two per cent of all telegraph lines.
Even though the British share decreased to 54.3 per cent by World War I,
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it did not lose its prominent position. The German share, in contrast, grew
to 8.3 per cent, a development that particularly after 1900 would have
been impossible without the creation of a German transatlantic cable
(compare with Figure 6.4). It seems that this cable benefited primarily
because the number of telegrams sent to America rapidly increased
between 1903 and 1913.

The Forms and Content of Telegraphic Communication

Official telegraph records contain additional information on telegram
traffic, yet they list the information along purely formal categories.

Source: Lenschau (1903)

Figure 6.5 Trans-Atlantic Cable Network at the Beginning of the
Twentieth Century.

Image not available 
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Unfortunately, this is quite insufficient for a further description of the
forms and content of telegraphic communication. Of course, to record
more information in this field would have been a violation of the privacy
policy of mail and telecommunications. Therefore, the records only make
distinctions between telegrams free of charge and chargeable telegrams
(including sub-categories for urgency, delivery, and so forth.). Telegrams
free of charge include the so-called “Reichsdienst-Telegramme”, tele-
grams sent by public service authorities, including the post offices
themselves. These accounted only for a very small fraction of overall
telegram traffic. In the years preceding World War I, this fraction rarely
exceeded 3 per cent. In 1876, for example, this meant a total number of
233,094 telegrams (3.25 per cent). The number of Reichsdienst-Tele-
gramme increased with the general growth of telegram traffic. In 1913, it
reached 1,157,770 telegrams (2.45 per cent). The majority of these
telegrams were sent to destinations within Germany; only a small
proportion left the country – 4,970 (0.33 per cent) in 1876, 31.440 (0.32
per cent) in 1913. Official records at this time do not contain any
categories concerning the destination of a telegram, which is why we
cannot tell to what extent German authorities communicated with
America.

Sources: Roscher (1914) and Tenfelde (1926).

Figure 6.6 Share of World Cable Network Owned by Countries.

Image not available 
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We do, however, have disposal of official statistics concerning the
length of telegrams. This is an essential indicator when it comes to
determining the intensity of and the information provided by telegraphic
communication. Usually, the length of a telegram was measured in words.
This was important because the charge for a telegram was determined by
the number of words and its destination – the “wordier” a message and the
greater the distance, the higher the charge (unless discounts were given).
Consequently, telegrams within Germany were, on average, much longer
than telegrams to a foreign destination. Since the late 1870s, 10 per cent
of all telegrams transmitted within Germany contained less than five
words (this decreased to one or two per cent in the 1890s). Regarding the
telegram traffic to countries outside Europe (again, there are no sub-
categories), up to a third of all telegrams did not contain more than five
words. Presumably such telegrams transmitted either figures or other short
conventional messages. Whereas telegrams with a length of up to twenty
words accounted for almost 50 per cent of all telegrams in Germany, they
were 66 to 75 per cent of all telegrams with a destination outside Europe.
Only about one out of ten telegrams in Germany was longer than twenty
words. The same was true for 4 to 6 per cent of all telegrams sent to non-
European countries. The number of words in telegrams sent to European
countries was somewhere in between those sent to Germany or the United
States. Transatlantic communication relations were under considerable
pressure to be cost-efficient, which limited their volume. A telegram from
Europe to America with a length of twenty words cost 400 Marks in 1866
with a charge of 20 Marks for each additional word. In 1872, the charge
per word had sunk to 4 Marks, then to 1.50 Marks in 1888.20 The pressure
to be cost efficient resulted in the evolution of a “Telegrammstil”, a text
style that used standardized expressions and abbreviations and left out
anything that was redundant or not essential to the message. Codebooks,
prepared not least for the needs of different industries, were used to
replace often-used terms, entire phrases and figures of expression.

As we have seen, state telegrams did not play a primary role in overall
telegraphic communication. The telegraph was mainly used for business
purposes. We do know that telegrams with commercial or stock market
information were the primary motivating force behind the creation of a
global telegraph network. To a much lesser degree, the telegraph was used
for personal reasons. News agencies benefited from the new technology
in their own way, because they used it to procure and spread news for the
press more rapidly.
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Early News Agencies and Transatlantic News Traffic

From the early days of the telegraph, newspapers (in addition to other
commercial enterprises) were among the main users in the United States.
Soon, reporters replaced the telegraphers. They provided news for various
newspapers, the content of which (to the detriment of competition)
became consequently more alike. The Harbour News Association played
a major role in intensifying the use of telegraphy. The Association was a
cooperative venture of six New York newspapers, aimed at gathering
news. It was later renamed Associated Press,21 but even in the United States,
the gathering of news by mail did not cease in the age of the telegraph.22

A similar development in Germany was considerably less dynamic than
in the United States, although use of telegraphic news dispatches by the
press was possible after Prussia had opened the wires to the public. On 28
November 1849, the National Zeitung, a Berlin newspaper founded in the
previous revolutionary year as a liberal party paper, announced that it
would feature news dispatches from Paris, London, Amsterdam, and
Frankfurt. Further dispatches would come from Hamburg and Stettin in
a few days. The day of this announcement is seen as the “birthday” of the
Wolff’sches Telegraphisches Bureau (WTB), which was to become the
first – and until 1933 – the most important German news agency. It was
named after Bernhard Wolff, manager of the National Zeitung and the
driving force behind the enterprise.23 Soon, Wolff had the idea of selling
his news dispatches to other newspapers – an idea that necessitated the
creation of a separate institution.

The first three telegraphic news dispatches, which the National Zeitung
published on 28 November 1849, contained nothing but quotations from
the stock markets in Frankfurt, London, and Amsterdam. Therefore, stock
quotes thus became the first telegraphic news to be noticed by the public
and they were a major factor in creating and enlarging the business section
of daily newspapers. Soon, other news appeared, too. Already on 29
November 1849, the quotations in the National Zeitung featured a report
from Paris, which had been transmitted from Rome. For some time,
though, such reports remained the exception. Even if newspapers
had access to the telegraphic news dispatches of the WTB since the 1850s,
these dispatches did not figure prominently in the papers. Usually, the
editors ran them in special columns and highlighted them by using bold
letters (“Telegraphische Depeschen”). Because of high transmission
charges, the reports were usually very short. Gradually, the number of
published news dispatches grew, which also increased to be several lines
long, yet they still occupied only a small proportion of the newspaper.
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If one looks for telegraphic news from the United States, it can be found
only rarely in newspapers dating as late as the 1860s. In general, German
newspapers seldom covered the continent on the other side of the Atlantic
– a situation that had existed for a long time.24 In the 1770s, however, the
American Revolution had figured prominently in the Hamburgischer
Unpartheyischer Correspondent and remained the most talked about
subject for some time.25 Later, interest in America once again subsided.
Even in 1856, only 4 per cent of all foreign news in this newspaper
referred to the United States. The use of the telegraph did not change this
amount quickly. Wire news was transmitted more rapidly from New York
City – and this was important in regards to the stock exchange. Taking the
National Zeitung as an example, every Monday the readers got the weekly
closing prices from New York, including trade reports on cotton from New
Orleans, petroleum from Philadelphia and other goods. Until the end of
the nineteenth century, political news dispatches from the United States
remained rare, although some came from Washington DC, the capital. A
provisional content analysis shows that 5 per cent of the stock market
news in the National Zeitung originated from New York, giving the city
the eighth in the rank order (Paris was first with 18 per cent). Within the
factual news, only one per cent was submitted from New York (rank
twenty), somewhat less than from Washington DC (barely 2 per cent, rank
thirteen). The National Zeitung still used other sources, including British
or American newspapers for more detailed reports about the United States,
if such reports appeared at all.

The WTB progressed slowly. In 1865, the business was transformed
into a joint-stock company (“Continental Telegraphen Agentur”), which
provided fresh capital. Moreover, the German government began sub-
sidizing the WTB. This caused financial dependency and gave the WTB
a semi-official status.26 The WTB’s new status was made evident by the
agency’s move into a wing of the main telegraph office of the Reichspost
in 1869, which was an advantage in terms of getting the dispatches as
quickly as possible. In the midst of the 1870s about 15,000 telegrams a day
were received and sent at the “Haupt-Telegraphenamt” on average. The
WTB remained in this building until 1877. It organized its news gathering
in cooperation with smaller news services in other parts of the country.27

This cooperation was impaired, however, by the telegraph charges being
graded according to several time zones until 1877.28 In 1893, the WTB
opened its first branch office in Cologne.

Due to high charges, this strategy of cooperation was also applied to
international news gathering. An agreement concluded by WTB, the
French Agence Havas, and the British Reuters agency in the 1860s was
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joined by contract in 1870, which divided the world into “reserved areas”.
According to the contract, each agency was allowed to gather and spread
news only in one region of the world (some regions were assigned to two
agencies) and obliged to share their news with its partners. The agreement
established a triangular “news cartel” that dominated news coverage
worldwide. Even though the monopoly had many adversaries (which
became competitors), the contract, which was often modified, remained
formally valid until 1934. According to this contract, Reuters covered the
countries of the British Empire, the Agence Havas covered Southern
Europe and Latin America, and the WTB was responsible for Northern
and Eastern Europe. Thus, the WTB’s own news research was limited to
the European continent, something that an increasing number of Germans
criticized and even complained about. With respect to America, WTB
received most of its telegraphic news from Reuters, which, in turn,
depended on the Associated Press of Illinois until 1900 for its American
news reporting.29 Consequently, there can be no talk of news coverage that
considered German interests. In 1893, the Associated Press became an
equal partner of the news monopoly, and it was responsible for the
coverage of Northern and Central America.

We cannot actually speak of a transatlantic “news market” in the late
nineteenth century because the existence of the news cartel excluded
competition. Furthermore, we would be mistaken if we imagined the
transatlantic news service as being very extensive. In no way can the
situation be compared to today’s situation. According to the WTB’s
records of 1880, the news dispatches of the agency that were published
by Berlin newspapers amounted to between 500 and 600 lines daily. This
number rose to 1,500 to 2,000 lines in 1904–5. At the same time, the
amount of telegraph charges increased from 425,000 Marks to 1,090,000
Marks.30 Since 1890, the WTB had also placed its own correspondents in
various European capitals. With regard to the United States, even modest
progress could not be achieved until the turn of the century: “The opening
of the German-American wire in 1900 resulted in the Associated Press’s
news coverage being controlled by a representative of the WTB in New
York City. This precluded the possibility that foreign news material for the
German press was arranged according to foreign interests.”31

The improved flow of information between the United States and the
German Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century had conse-
quences for reporting in newspapers, too. As early as 1906, 11 per cent of
all foreign news in the Hamburgischer Correspondent was of American
origin. The wire news became more detailed, particularly where important
events were concerned, such as the election of a new Congress and many
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governors in 1906. Yet, the WTB still lacked the means to spread news
about events in Germany through the United States. The other news
agencies continued to filter this information for the American public. In
Germany, the Associated Press could not market news about America. An
agreement with WTB in 1903 gave the AP permission to have a repre-
sentative in Wolff’s Berlin office, who would sort the news material for
the United States public according to its value.32 Soon, this developed into
a branch agency that supplied AP’s first European office in Paris with
information. Yet, the first American news agency to establish a news
service for Europe was United Press, an agency that had evolved from the
E. W. Scripps publishing house. As an independent company, United Press
was not subject to the cartel and could therefore send its own representa-
tives to London, Paris, Rome, and Berlin.33 Another news agency founded
by Richard Schenkel also remained an exception. Schenkel was a corre-
spondent for the Berliner Börsen-Courier in New York, and this commer-
cial newspaper was his main customer. In 1913, Schenkel’s agency was
bought by another German news service.34

Telegram Traffic during and after World War I

World War I caused a tremendous change in international communications
relations, particularly in transatlantic telegram traffic between Germany
and the United States.35 A British ship cut all four German transatlantic
wires on the evening of 4 August and the morning of 5 August 1914. This
was one of the first British acts of war and it had significant consequences.
It immediately halted German communication with America since it
literally cut off the German Empire’s most rapid connection with the
United States. The result was, despite its efforts to the contrary, that
Germany was plunged into isolation. The other transatlantic wires led
through Great Britain, and could therefore be controlled quite easily by
the British. The destruction of the transatlantic wires to America (and later
to the German colonies) not only affected the German economy and news
coverage by the German press – it also prevented German authorities from
influencing the United States and impaired the work of social organiza-
tions which maintained strong ties to America.36

Consequently the German Empire had to look for alternatives. Efforts
were made to develop and utilize wireless communication. The facilities
necessary had been prepared for a long time.37 In 1906, a transmitting
aerial had already been erected on the premises of the station at Nauen in
the northwest section of Berlin. The corresponding station at Sayville,
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Long Island, went into operation in February 1914. Further receiving
stations were added in other areas, so the German Empire could switch to
wireless transmission after the outbreak of the war. The transmitter at
Nauen had considerable power. In 1915, 50,000 words were transmitted
to Sayville, twice as many were transmitted the following year. Until 1918,
the range of the frequencies could be extended to 20,000 km. The sender
could transmit seventy-five words per minute, 20 hours per day.38 Until
1918, the sender was mainly used for military purposes. Just as Nauen
served transatlantic communication, so too did other stations for wireless
communication with friendly or neutral European nations. When the
United States entered World War I in 1917, the station at Sayville went out
of service.

Because of the war, statistic data on telegram traffic is incomplete. No
statistics exist for 1914 and 1915. From 1916 to 1918, they were written
down as notes “for official use only”, but even when the Reichspost started
measuring telegram traffic again in 1919 – after 1924 these statistics were
called “Geschäftbericht” (business report) – it did not classify inter-
national telegrams according to their destination or country of origin, as
had been done previously. Nevertheless, the basic data as shown in Figure
6.1 shall be continued in Figure 6.7.

In 1919, the first postwar year, telegram traffic in Germany reached its
peak. There were 90,277,610 telegrams transmitted, an increase of 47 per
cent compared to 1913, the last prewar year. In 1920, telegram traffic
began to decline (Figure 6.8). Apart from 1921, 1925, and 1927, when
telegram traffic grew again, the number of telegrams sank, particularly in
1922, 1924, and 1931. In 1934, 22,783,000 telegrams were transmitted,
which is a quarter of the total amount of telegrams sent in 1919 or roughly
equal to the amount sent in 1895. The reasons for this decline will be
discussed in the following section.

The impact of the war on the international telegraph network of the
German Empire was disastrous. In 1919, little more than four million
telegrams were sent to or received from other countries, less than half of
the amount transmitted in 1913. Although telegram traffic generally
declined, the number of telegrams to other countries increased slightly in
the following years. It remained constant for most of the 1920s and then
declined again by more than two million cable telegrams annually until
1932. Unfortunately, statistical data that classify international telegrams
according to origin and destination are not available. Therefore, it is not
possible to say which countries were affected by this trend and to what
degree. It is quite certain that telegram traffic with America was affected,
because our statistics concern electric telegraphy. In 1924, the German
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Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung (until
1923), Geschäftsberichte der Deutschen Reichspost (since 1924).

Figure 6.7 Telegram Traffic in the Weimar Republic (1919–32).
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beginning of the decade and the Great Depression at the end. Yet, the
introduction of new communication technology played a more decisive
role in bringing down the telegraph. The telephone, invented in the 1870s,
gained ground by offering the advantage of direct communication
between people and made personal access to the technology easier than
the telegraphs which were often only placed at the post office. While in
1885 there were only 15,000 telephone connections in Germany, by 1900
there were around 290,000, by 1913 1.4 million, and by 1919 1.9 million
connections (a ratio of 30.7 per 1,000 inhabitants).41 Until 1930, the

1919
1920

1921
1922

1923
1924

1925
1926

1927
1928

1929
1930

1931
1932

 
0

20

40

60

80

100
Quantity in Millions

 Total of the Telegrams sent

 Within the German Reich (Weimar Republic)

 From other Countries

 To other Countries

 Going through the German Territory



Jürgen Wilke

126

number of telephone connections increased even more in Germany, to
3.21 million. This however did not contribute much to long distance, or
transatlantic, communication (the first phone call between Europe and
America by submarine cable was made no earlier than 1956). In 1924, the
Reichspost stated that the use of the telegraph was “limited mainly to
communication with places that cannot be reached by phone (overseas
destinations) and in general to commercial correspondence – such as stock
market information – which does not allow for ambiguity; moreover, the
telegraph is partially used by the press and for the exchange of personal
messages like congratulations, family news, and so on. The portion of
these personal telegrams is relatively small (25 per cent)”.42 In 1925, the
statistics make an exception and include information on the originators
respectively the target groups and their share in the telegram traffic. Trade
and commerce accounted for the main portion (47 per cent). The self-
employed and private parties ranked second (28 per cent), and industrial
enterprises ranked third (17 per cent). Of all telegrams seven per cent were
addressed to enterprises in the information or transportation industry. The

Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung (until
1923), Geschäftsberichte der Deutschen Reichspost (since 1924).

Figure 6.8 Rate of Changes in the Telegram Traffic in the Weimar
Republic (1919–32).
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public authorities and agricultural businesses each received 3 per cent
(Figure 6.9).

At the same time, wireless telegraphy had become more reliable and
was being increasingly used. In fact, the number of telegrams transmitted
and received by radio stations grew tremendously in the period examined
(Figure 6.10). With only 288,751 in 1920, their number rose to 646,159
in the following year and to one million by 1923. Figures peaked at 2.5
million telegrams in 1929, when the quantity of wireless telegrams began
to decline, a process also observed with regard to wire telegrams. Of
course, the number of wireless telegrams never equaled that of wire
telegrams. Yet wireless telegrams were a supplement to wire telegrams
and, to a certain degree, they compensated for the others’ loses, particu-
larly where international telegraphic communication was concerned. In
the beginning, the amount of wireless telegrams sent abroad was more
than twice as large as the amount of telegrams coming from abroad. The

Source: Geschäftsbericht der Deutschen Reichspost 1925, 51.

Figure 6.9 Share of Different Groups of Addresses of the Telegrams to
Germany (1924).
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number of incoming ones increased, however, until it surpassed the
outbound in 1931–2.

As statistics for the second half of the 1920s show, communication
relations between Germany and overseas countries started to intensify
again. The number of wire telegrams, as well as that of wireless telegrams,
increased. There were 15.5 million words telegraphed across the Atlantic
in 1926. This number grew to 29.7 million in 1930 and decreased to 27.9
million in 1931. Wireless communication grew particularly with New
York City, the important junction in international communication. In 1925,
about six million words were wirelessly transmitted to New York. 3.5
million were received from there. In 1929, 7.8 million words were
transmitted to and 4.6 million words received from New York City, a total
of 12.4 million words, but then numbers plummeted: in 1932, only about
seven million words were exchanged by the wireless stations at Nauen and
in New York, 3.5 million in each direction. The Great Depression,
following the “Black Friday” at the New York Stock Exchange on 29
October 1929, is a likely cause of this.

Source: Statistik der Deutschen Reichs-Post- und Telegraphenverwaltung (until
1923), Geschäftsberichte der Deutschen Reichspost (since 1924).

Figure 6.10 Wireless Telegram Traffic in the Weimar Republic (1920–32).

1920
1921

1922
1923

1924
1925

1926
1927

1928
1929

1930
1931

1932
 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000
Quantity in Thousands

 Total of wireless Telegrams

 Wireless Telegrams to other Countries 

 Wireless Telegrams from other Countries



The Telegraph

129

Aside from the data mentioned, official statistics do not help much
when it comes to classifying the telegrams according to form or content.
There is, however, documentation of the dimension of overseas news
services for the years since 1925. One of them was Transocean (TO). The
Syndikat Deutscher Überseedienst, a syndicate initiated by the govern-
ment and financed by industry and commerce, founded this news agency
in 1915. Its aim was to supply foreign audiences with more and better
information about Germany than the WTB, the work of which was
thought to be insufficient.43 During World War I, the foreign ministry used
the TO to propagate the German cause. In fact, the TO was able to market
its news overseas because agencies like AP, UP, and INS included official
German war reports for the purpose of providing neutral coverage. Apart
from that, the TO’s successes were small because Germans lacked an
understanding of what information was important to the American press.
Transocean intensified its international activities in the postwar era and
started a daily news service in English in 1924. This service was accepted
mostly by German language US newspapers, but rarely by newspapers
that printed in English. The main focus of news distribution was, again,
South America and Asia.

Due to the news monopoly, the WTB continued to depend on Associ-
ated Press for news coverage of the United States throughout the 1920s.
The WTB lost its monopoly when a competing agency was founded in
1913. The name of this agency was Telegraphen-Union (TU).44 It was
largely influenced by the heavy industry and belonged to the conservative,
right-wing Hugenberg holding. During the years following the inflation
in Germany, the TU worked to improve its foreign news gathering. For
this purpose, it employed its own staff of correspondents and created
contracts with other agencies. One of these contracts was made with
United Press45 in order to get news from the United States, but the TU
failed to establish an independent network of correspondents in the United
States, not because of technological reasons – the telegraph and the
wireless transmission had existed for some time by then – but because of
a lack of financial resources.

Conclusion

From its beginning in the nineteenth century, telegraphy meant more to
people than just another way of communicating.46 They hoped that
telegraphy would result in progress, not only in an economic way but also
a moral one. In regards to politics, the telegraph had a considerable impact
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on international relations. Governments could not ignore the new tech-
nology, which required specific provisions in bilateral and multilateral
contracts. Of course, like every modern communication technology,
telegraphy also created fears, too.

The telegraph affected life tremendously. Not only did it influence
transatlantic relations, but its introduction also sent reverberations through
the economy, politics, society, and the media.47 The economy was the
greatest benefactor of the new technology, which integrated markets and
had a huge effect on prices and competition. The network of the inter-
national market was spreading. Together along with better means of
transportation, the telegraph created interest in foreign price movements
and had “scale effects”, like favoring equal prices.48 Disparities between
goods were no longer as common as before. On the other hand commer-
cial messages could be laden with false information, possibly causing
financial panics. In the political sphere, the effects of the telegraph are
particularly clear in the field of diplomacy. It changed the relations
between the center and the periphery. With regard to society, telegraphy
influenced social relations, language, knowledge, and conscience.

The telegraph revolutionized journalism and press information not just
because it increased the speed of communication. In the United States, the
idea is widely accepted that the telegraph contributed, if not caused, the
transition from a political party press to a press with objective news
coverage. News had to be short, focus on the “hard facts”, and was
required to be as neutral as possible so it could be offered to various
newspapers.49 As a matter of fact, news became a “commodity” in the
actual sense of the word. In Germany, the telegraph did not have the same
impact because the political party press continued to predominate (unless
impartial newspapers like the Generalanzeiger are taken into account).
Telegraphic news dispatches were available as a new commodity, but they
did not account for much more than a small fraction of the entire news
coverage. In the first decades of its existence, it can hardly be said that the
agencies’ news – although they contributed to newspaper content –
already had an “agenda setting” effect in the German press. The role of
the new mediators remained relatively small, probably as consequence of
the limitations set by the news cartel. Through the electric telegraph, new
channels of exchange were established, but the peculiarities of the
technology, and especially the financial pressures, still left limitations that
long distance communication would need to overcome in the future.
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7
Diplomatic Telegraphy in American
and German History1

David Paull Nickles

Introduction

Both the United States and Germany became world powers over the
course of the nineteenth century. In 1800, the United States was a sparsely
populated federation of states huddled along the Atlantic seaboard. France
and Britain preyed upon American commerce, often with impunity. By
1914, slightly more than a century later, the United States possessed the
largest and most productive economy in the world, a large navy, and a
military potential unmatched by any other country. Germany’s trajectory
over the same period shows many similarities. At the dawn of the
nineteenth century, what was called Germany was mainly a collection of
small and vulnerable states. Even the largest among them proved to be no
match for Napoleon’s armies. By 1914, however, a Prussian-dominated
Germany possessed the largest economy in Europe and the most powerful
military in the world. By this year, both the United States and Germany
governed global empires.

The transformation in the international position of these two countries
owed much to technological change. The electric telegraph was among the
most important of these new technologies. Economically, the telegraph
facilitated the development of the large, multi-unit, geographically
dispersed businesses that helped spearhead the nineteenth-century
industrial revolution in both countries.2 Politically, the telegraph helped
solve seemingly insurmountable obstacles to US and Prussian growth. In
the United States, it allowed geographical expansion to be combined with
the maintenance of existing political institutions. From the earliest days
of the United States, many Americans, especially the Antifederalists (a
group that opposed the adoption of the United States constitution because
it created a stronger central government), believed that republican
government could only function over a small area.3 The existing state of
communication supported their position. During the 1840s, a journey
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from Oregon to Washington DC required 25 weeks. Without improve-
ments in communication and transportation, it would have been imposs-
ible for a congressman to stay in touch with his constituents while
fulfilling his legislative duties in the nation’s capital. New communication
technologies changed this. The railroad, telegraph, and steamboat allowed
the United States to expand its territory across a vast continent while
keeping its system of representative, elected politicians intact.4 Lewis
Cass, a US senator from the state of Michigan, proclaimed, “The telegraph
has come . . . to bind still closer the portions of this empire, as they recede
from its capital.”5

Prussia faced different problems. Surrounded by powerful neighbors,
its main arena for expansion was the smaller German states. Yet, the
prospect of Prussian enlargement in this direction was not generally
popular with either the people or regimes of the rich mosaic of polities that
comprised Germany.6 More decisively, it appeared doubtful that Austria
and France, two of Prussia’s formidable neighbors, would permit the
Prussian conquest of Germany. Despite these obstacles, the Prussian-led
unification of Germany occurred. Military events played a determinative
role in this outcome. Prussia’s assimilation of new technologies – most
notably, the railroad, the telegraph, and the breech-loading rifle – created
a highly mobile army with impressive firepower.7 The speed of the
Prussian army allowed it to defeat Austria and France in two quick wars,
presenting the opponents of Prussian imperialism with a fait accompli.

By helping to transform the economy, international position, and
military power of the United States and Germany, telegraphy shaped the
context within which diplomacy occurred. Yet, change went further than
that. Telegraphy also influenced the actual conduct of diplomacy in both
countries. This essay focuses upon three areas in which the influence of
the telegraph was pronounced: first, writing style; second, the extent of
centralization in the process of foreign policy decision-making; third, the
unevenness of international information flows.

Diplomatic Style

Foreign ministries found that sending telegrams was expensive.8 The
necessity of protecting the wires required either suspending them in the
air or burying them underground for long distances. Submarine cables
were even more costly due to the exacting standards required to build a
telegraph line capable of resisting the effects of salt water, underwater
currents, and marine life. In addition, one needed to buy, rent, or build an
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enormous ship with specialized equipment for laying cable. Whether
telegraph wires operated on land or in the water, highly skilled operators
helped transform words and numbers into electric impulses and then back
again. The transatlantic cable initially cost $10 per word in 1866.9 Tele-
grams between London and the western coast of South America cost nine
shillings (about $2.18) a word during the 1880s.10 Over time, increased
competition and technical improvements helped lower prices in most parts
of the world. But despite these reductions, unacceptably high costs
discouraged many businesses from routinely using telegraphy.11

From the telegraph’s early days, social commentators wondered how
the price of telegrams would affect the way people wrote.12 In the United
States, many believed that international relations would benefit from a
change in writing style. Following the completion of a short-lived trans-
atlantic cable in 1858, an American clergyman sermonized that this inven-
tion would “compel statesmen [toward] greater simplicity of expression.”
Diplomatic intercourse would move toward “plain and frank speech.”13

Likewise, an article in an American publication rapturously proclaimed
that telegraphy produced a simplification and homogenization of lan-
guage: “our Great Maker is preparing the world in His own good time to
become one nation, speaking, one language, and when armies and navies
will no longer be required.”14 Others took a more skeptical view. They
believed that the telegraph undermined gentility. A British observer
remarked, “the telegraphic style banishes all the forms of politeness.”15

The high cost of telegrams affected diplomacy. The US State Depart-
ment, faced with notoriously stringent financial constraints, generally
prohibited diplomats from using the telegraph except in cases of emerg-
ency.16 In 1870, the United States’ legation in France was so concerned
about saving money that Hamilton Fish, the US Secretary of State, only
learned of impending hostilities between France and Prussia when foreign
diplomats inquired as to the United States’ stance.17 The German Aus-
wärtiges Amt (the Foreign Ministry) was better funded than its American
counterpart, but it nonetheless faced an increasingly skeptical Reichstag
bent on curbing the excesses of playboy diplomats.18 Admonitions in
favor of frugality had an effect. A German envoy in Latin America wrote
his superiors that he was often unsure as to when an event was important
enough to justify sending an expensive trans-Atlantic cablegram.19 Such
pressures became more intense during and after World War I. At that time,
exasperated German officials obsessed over the need to slash expendi-
tures, and threatened diplomats who sent “useless and unnecessary”
telegrams.20



David Paull Nickles

138

Demands for concision conflicted with the cultural ideals of diplomats.
By birth and training, diplomats were conservative and loathe to abandon
established notions of epistolary etiquette. Ever since the origin of resident
envoys in renaissance Italy, diplomats have generally possessed a
humanistic education. Not surprisingly, many have themselves aspired to
be men of letters.21 Some succeeded. Although German diplomat Otto von
Bismarck was often dismissive of intellectuals, historians have sometimes
compared him to “Luther and Goethe as a supreme master of German
prose.”22 Diplomats who had not risen through the ranks in the standard
fashion sometimes owed their appointment to their literary renown. An
American humorist, Finley Peter Dunne (who wrote with an Irish-
American brogue), poked fun at this phenomenon when he noted that
nowadays, an ambassadorial candidate caught the eye of the President on
the basis of having “just sint a pome on spring to th’ Atlantic Monthly.”
The President then considered whether the candidate had “saved anything
an’ can affoord a vacation.” If so, he would become the new ambassador
to Britain.23

Given these literary pretensions, it is striking to see how the cost of
telegrams forced diplomats to strip their telegrams of ornamentation.
Germany’s Auswärtiges Amt remonstrated against diplomats who sent
long telegrams dwelling on detail remote from immediate policy con-
cerns.24 A Habsburg diplomat lamented the decline in the literary quality
of messages, which he attributed to the adoption of the telegraph.25 In one
famous example from 1881, a US diplomat in Russia sent a two-word
telegram to the State Department reporting the news of Czar Alexander
II’s assassination: “Emperor dead.”26 During the Paris Peace Conference,
the German Auswärtiges Amt reminded diplomats to employ “the terse
telegraph style.”27 Envoys could gain notice by artfully violating the rules
about official cablegrams. United States Chargé d’Affaires George F.
Kennan’s “Long Telegram,” arguably the most influential telegram in
American diplomatic history (it helped persuade the United States to adopt
a policy of “containing” the Soviet Union), gained so much attention in
part because he flouted the conventions concerning telegram length.28

The Decision-making Process: Centralization

From the standpoint of diplomats, telegraphy’s most important influence
upon the decision-making process was its tendency to centralize the
conduct of foreign policy. This was part of a larger trend that affected
many organizations. Historians of business and labor have argued that
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during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, corporations acted
to expand their control.29 Businessmen hoped to gain greater leverage vis-
à-vis the marketplace via mergers and horizontal integration.30 They
sought control over their inputs through vertical integration and tech-
niques for regulating the activities of workers, such as automation and
time/motion studies.31 Telegraphy, by promoting time synchronization32

and the precise coordination of activity over large distances, provided an
important tool for corporations in their quest for centralized command,
and facilitated the erection of gigantic, multi-unit firms. The same trend
was apparent in the military, where telegraphy contributed to closer
oversight by political authorities over military subordinates.33 In all of
these domains, those subjected to such oversight frequently perceived it
as unwelcome interference.

In an analogous fashion, the telegraph served politicians and foreign
policy bureaucracies seeking to centralize their control over far-flung
diplomats. German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, always keen to
increase his power, believed that railroads and telegraph lines strength-
ened the authority of Foreign Ministers over diplomats.34 Lord Salisbury,
Britain’s Prime Minister, echoed this opinion. Salisbury asserted in 1889
that overactive agents were the source of a conflict over Samoa between
Germany, the United States, and Britain. In order to resolve the situation,
he recommended, “The greatest reform of all would be to lay a cable from
Auckland to Apia. So, and so only, we should get rid of the furor
consularis.”35

Telegraphy frequently isolated diplomatic missions from information
flows. For example, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Ministry tended to
keep its envoys ignorant about the overall international situation, and
therefore less able to participate actively in the policy-making process. It
used telegraphy to centralize foreign policy by forbidding its missions
from sending telegrams to one another. Instead, all such messages were
to be sent to Vienna, from whence the necessary information would be
doled out on a need-to-know basis.36 Security concerns – resulting from
the vulnerability of telegrams to interception – increased the compart-
mentalization of information and kept individual posts ill informed about
the general direction of policy. In order to preserve secrecy, the Aus-
wärtiges Amt required that “every mission have a particular cipher that it
uses only for correspondence with the Foreign Ministry.” This practice
resulted in complaints from German diplomats unable to read messages
that they forwarded to other posts.37 In the light of such restrictions, it is
fortunate that diplomats did not require the same grasp of their government’s
foreign policy that they had once typically possessed. Individual initiative
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on the part of diplomats became less prized, due to the increased ability
of foreign ministries to instruct them in the age of the telegraph.

At the other end of the wire, many diplomats believed that telegraphy
diminished their autonomy and importance. One British Foreign Ministry
official wrote that in the days before the electric telegraph, a diplomat
could make an agreement with a foreign government in “the expectation
that what he promises will be ratified by his sovereign.” Such license,
when used prudently, was defensible as long as communication times
were lengthy and the matter at hand urgent. “But,” as this official
continued, “in these days, when telegraphic communication is possible
between capitals even the most distant from each other, a prudent
diplomatist will take care not to commit his Government by a provisional
acceptance of what is not warranted by his previous instructions.”38 An
American diplomat observed, “the office of ambassador or minister is in
most cases not so important as it once was; in these days of rapid
communication a large part of the relations of two governments may be
conducted practically direct between the two foreign offices.”39 This
reduced liberty was not always unwelcome; it frequently reduced the
pressures of a diplomatic post. Edwin O. Reischauer, who served as
United States ambassador in Tokyo during the 1960s, remarked, “as
communications have speeded up . . . Ambassadors need no longer
agonize alone over crucial decisions.”40

In the eyes of many, the advent of telegraphy was a significant blow to
the status of ambassadors. French observers suggested that railroads and
telegraph lines had rendered diplomats “useless”.41 Reischauer acknow-
ledged that some commentators went so far as to consider an ambassador
as “little more than a postal clerk” or, to update the analogy, “a telegraph
operator” who did nothing more than convey messages.42 If ambassadors,
who frequently prided themselves on being wide-ranging generalists, did
not adjust to their new and less exalted role, they could lose power to
subordinates possessing specialist knowledge of telegraphy and codes. For
example, in 1917, the US ambassador to Vienna did not know how to
operate the telegraph code. As a result, he was compelled to hand over for
processing an extremely sensitive telegram – which he had been told was
for his eyes only – to one of his subordinates in the embassy.43 In such
cases, use of the telegraph caused influence to gravitate toward technically
skilled individuals who, despite their relatively humble status, played a
crucial role in the communication process.

Even when ambassadors did adapt to telegraphy, they tended by so
doing to yield power to their own Foreign Ministries. Within Foreign
Ministries, the bureaucrats, who had once acted as little more than scribes,
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gained decision-making powers and even a degree of authority over
ambassadors.44 In this way, telegraphy weakened one group of intermedi-
aries – ambassadors – who were at the periphery, and empowered another
– Foreign Ministry clerks – located closer to home. Some ambassadors
rebelled against this loss of power and status. Count Khevenhüller, the
Habsburg ambassador to Paris, took umbrage when he received criticism
from a Viennese bureaucrat. At one point, he admonished “a simple
section chief from writing to His Majesty’s ambassador in such a tone.”45

Many diplomats considered themselves great men and bridled at efforts
to impose bureaucratic strictures upon their conduct.

Part of the conflict in this last case may have arisen because the
telegraph exacerbated a disjuncture between the social hierarchy and the
bureaucratic hierarchy. Diplomats were often of higher social standing
than Foreign Ministry bureaucrats.46 To the extent that telegraphy
subordinated ambassadors to Foreign Ministries, it tended also to sub-
jugate them to officials descended from families that, according to their
own increasingly anachronistic standards, were undistinguished. One of
Bismarck’s confidants discussed the employment of a diplomatic corps
drawn from the social elite: “High birth is . . . a qualification; and it is of
considerable advantage to employ members of princely families in the
diplomatic service, on condition, of course, that these exalted personages
are willing to observe discipline and submit under all circumstances to the
will of their chief, the Minister.”47

Such submission did not always occur. Bismarck found himself
engaged in a vicious struggle with Harry von Arnim, Germany’s well-born
ambassador to France, who infuriated the Iron Chancellor by jumping
rank and appealing directly to the Kaiser. Indeed, Bismarck himself, who
often pursued his own policies rather than those of the sovereigns he
supposedly served, once noted that the Hohenzollerns were “a Suabian
family no better than mine.”48 In a similar manner, German diplomats
from ancient families ridiculed Wilhelm von Schoen, their nominal chief,
who had been ennobled during his own lifetime and became the German
Foreign Secretary in 1907.49 Likewise, Baron Hermann Speck von
Sternburg, the German ambassador to the United States from 1903 until
1908, saw his career blighted by his recent aristocratic title. Sternburg
possessed wealth, the right religious background, and military experience
– all useful for a successful career in the German diplomatic corps. But
he was also descended from a shepherd who had amassed a fortune by
developing a superior breed of sheep. This was hardly the sort of ancestry
that earned respect from his peers and assistants.50 US Secretary of State
John Hay noted that Sternburg, as ambassador to Washington, and his wife
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were socially ostracized by his own subordinates (the counselor and
second secretary at the embassy) due to “his inferior social standing.”51

Telegraphy exacerbated such conflicts by subjecting pompous diplomats
to commands from less exalted bureaucrats. Moreover, the brusque
“telegraphic style” discouraged the sending of flowery niceties that might
have smoothed ruffled feathers.

International Inequalities in the Production and
Distribution of Information

Scholars who examine international information flows have devoted
considerable attention to the disparate abilities of states to project cultural
influence. Joseph Nye, a political scientist and former government official,
has argued that the United States’ success in marketing its culture provides
a “soft power” that strengthens its ability to achieve its own international
ends and, indeed, serves the wider goals of all nations.52 Others have
viewed this phenomenon with less enthusiasm. Concern over the possi-
bility of American cultural hegemony, although just one among many
factors, has provided some impetus to the project to create a community
of European states able to provide an alternative locus of cultural power.
Such fears also contributed to Third World demands for a “New Inter-
national Information Order,” an attempt by governments to gain greater
control over information flows into and out of their countries.53

Like many important phenomena, the recent debate concerning United
States’ influence over electronic media has historical antecedents. During
the nineteenth century, the United States and Germany expressed some of
the same concerns over British cultural power that are now directed
against the West in general and the United States in particular. At that time,
Americans complained that European wire services emphasized news –
such as stories of lynchings and other lurid crimes – that cast the United
States in a bad light.54 Likewise, some Germans contended that the British
wire service Reuters and its French counterpart Havas possessed a bias
against their country. In 1888, Chancellor Bismarck embraced this
critique, denounced what he termed the lies of these two news sources, and
attempted to form a wire service alliance with Italy and Austria-Hungary.55

The resulting media battle did little to achieve Bismarck’s ostensible
objectives. Reuters and Havas maintained, or even increased, their
powerful international positions.56 Multi-lateral diplomacy, in the form of
the International Telegraph Union (one of the earliest modern international
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organizations), ultimately provided a somewhat more productive means
of managing Britain’s influence over international communications, while
also ameliorating the problems of interdependence created by the recently
erected transnational telegraph network.57

By 1900, the United States and Germany possessed great economic and
military strength. Both had begun acquiring overseas empires during the
late nineteenth century. Statesmen in Washington and Berlin realized the
importance of the communication links that connected them to their
colonial possessions and their overseas economic interests. They also
understood that these links were vulnerable. In 1898, during the Spanish-
American War, the United States had discovered that it depended on
British telegraph lines in order to communicate between Washington and
its forces fighting in East Asia.58 After the war, the United States acquired
the Pacific Islands of Midway, Wake Island, and Guam, which were well
suited to become cable stations for an anticipated American telegraph line
to the Philippines. The United States completed this cable in 1903.59 For
Germans, a realization of telecommunications vulnerability appears to
have occurred at the time of the Boer War. During this conflict, Britain
stopped allowing foreign governments to converse in code over British
cables. Germany’s sudden inability to communicate in code with its own
colonies starkly revealed its dependence upon Britain.60 Within the
German government, the Algeciras conference (which convened on the
southern coast of Spain in early 1906 following the first Moroccan Crisis
of 1905–1906) reinforced a sense that their country’s international
communications were insecure. During the conference planning, German
officials struggled to find ways of communicating with their diplomats;
they sought to avoid the use of Spanish land lines – deemed “slow and
unreliable” – while also circumventing the cables and territory of
Germany’s political rivals, who might conceivably obstruct communi-
cation between the German delegates and Berlin at a crucial moment
during the conference.61

Germany, like the United States, responded by developing its own
networks of cables independent of Britain. In 1900, the Deutsch-Atlantische
Telegraphengesellschaft (German Atlantic Telegraph Company) in
Cologne completed a cable from Emden to New York via the Azores.62

United States President McKinley commemorated the event by sending
Kaiser Wilhelm II a cablegram declaring, “In this age of progress every
tie that brings nations nearer in their commercial relations and friendly
interest works [to] their common good and can not fail to strengthen their
cordiality and promote their mutual advancement in their paths of
peace.”63 More significantly, this cable allowed Germany to circumvent
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Britain when communicating with the Americas. A second German cable
reached New York in 1904. Germany’s network also gradually extended
to include some locations in the Pacific (centered on the island of Yap) and
West Africa (centered on Liberia).64

Despite these expensive efforts, the American and German networks
remained incomplete and lacked redundancy. Both countries would
continue to depend upon British sufferance for access to their own
international telecommunications grid during a crisis.65 Britain, in
addition to an extensive cable network (which comprised 56.2 per cent of
the world’s submarine cables in 1908), possessed a cable hegemony based
upon naval superiority, mastery of the techniques of laying and cutting
cables, and control over the sources of gutta-percha, a Malayan product
used to insulate cables against seawater.66 The commencement of World
War I in August 1914 made obvious the susceptibility of cable systems to
attack or disruption. Britain and, to a lesser extent, France irritated the
United States government and public by interfering with American
telecommunications during the two-and-a-half years of the United States’
neutrality. The Entente powers read, delayed, and censored American
telegrams, causing American businessmen to protest loudly.67 In addition,
France and Britain damaged United States economic interests by cutting
and seizing German telegraph cables that landed in the Western hemis-
phere. Although a serious source of friction between the United States and
the Entente, this “cable war” did not produce enough damage to prevent
a boom in the American economy brought on by the war.68

The vulnerability of Germany’s international communications proved
to be a matter of greater consequence. On 5 August 1914, shortly after
declaring war on Germany, the British government snipped the telegraph
cables connecting Germany to the international telegraph grid.69 This
effort to destroy Germany’s system of intercontinental communication
was not completely successful. Some neutral countries, most notably
Sweden, covertly carried German messages. In addition, wireless tele-
graphy (radio), then in its infancy, provided an erratic and insecure but
nonetheless important means of breaching the Entente’s information
blockade.70 Yet, Britain and France increasingly intercepted or interfered
with these alternative means of communication. Over the course of the
war, Germany found itself largely unable to communicate with its
overseas colonies, cut off from its considerable economic interests beyond
Europe, and ineffective in its efforts to compete in the propaganda war.
During the war’s first year, the New York Times received only 4 per cent
of its front-page war news from Germany, whereas 70 per cent came from
the Entente powers, statistics that seem to have been representative of
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other newspapers.71 Many factors contributed to this situation. Even if
Germany’s transatlantic cables had remained intact during the course of
the conflict, the country’s propagandists would have been severely tested
by the challenge of making the invasion of Belgium and unrestricted
submarine warfare palatable to world opinion. Nonetheless, Britain’s
hegemony over the international cable network does provide part of the
explanation to the mystery of how Imperial Germany, with the world’s
most powerful military in 1914, managed to lose World War I. The Entente
won the information war in the United States, a country that Germany
could not afford to estrange.

Conclusion

How have the three themes of this paper evolved since World War I? First,
the problem of expense declined over time as technology improved and
telegraphy became more cost efficient. Nonetheless, diplomatic telegrams
are less literary than they were before electric telegraphy. Many factors
account for this. Foreign Ministries are more bureaucratic than they once
were, and this affects the way their employees write. The social composi-
tion of foreign services in the Western world has changed: Aristocratic
dilettantism – the outlook that typified many diplomats and animated their
literary forays – is less admired within Foreign Ministries than it was
formerly. Writing styles within the wider society have perhaps become
simpler and less ornamented. Despite the complex variety of factors
involved, the telegraph does seem to have contributed to this shift. Second,
the trend toward centralization has continued, at least until recently.72

Again, while one can point to other factors – such as bureaucratization and
novel information technologies (such as secure phones) to explain this
phenomenon – telegraphy seems to have furthered it. Third, information
inequalities have persisted. As the Enlightenment tract gave way to the
cabled journalistic story, and then the televised news feature, cultural
power moved westward from France, to Britain, to the United States.
Meanwhile, the size of the communication grid, across which information
flowed, expanded and became more global. In all three of these cases,
electric telegraphy contributed to trends that have been powerful and seem
long-lived.
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8
“Slender Bridges” of
Misunderstanding: The Social
Legacy of Transatlantic Cable
Communications

Menahem Blondheim

In June 1745, the Board of Trade in London sent Governor Johnston of
North Carolina a chastising letter. It scolded him for not having written the
Board a single letter in the previous three years. Immediately upon receipt
of the reprimand, Johnson hastened to reply, apologetically, to the Board
of Trade. That was one full year after their letter had been sent. Scholar
Daniel Boorstin, who recounted this gem of communication history, used
it to illustrate his argument that the great time distance between the Old
World and the New was an important wedge of separation between mother
country and its North American colonies. The dearth of communication
and contact between Englishmen on either side of the Atlantic was the
seed of their estrangement, and ultimately of their separation.1 Such a
notion is reasonable enough. After all, do not industrial relations consult-
ants, child psychologists, and even parents-in-law universally recommend
“talking about it” – to strengthen relationships by enhancing communi-
cation? Relations between nations and societies are intuitively presumed
to follow a similar dynamism: From the advent of the steamship and
telegraph to the rise of the Internet, relations were thought to improve as
communication improved.2

The rhetoric greeting the transatlantic telegraph demonstrated how
pervasive the notion was that better communications fostered harmony
and understanding. Politicians and clergymen, journalists and business
leaders, vied for the most ringing statement of the inevitable improvement
of international relations to be wrought by cable communications. The
notion permeated even the highest echelons of national leadership. The
establishment of the first purported trans-Atlantic telegraph link, in 1858,
was considered a significant enough occasion for the Queen of England
and the President of the United States to exchange inaugural messages
welcoming the new and rapid conduit between their nations. Both
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believed that the slender wire connecting their countries would strengthen
their friendship, as Queen Victoria “fervently” hoped, and prove “a bond
of perpetual peace and friendship between the kindred nations,” as
President Buchanan expected. Further, the President saw the cable as an
agent of globalization, a divine instrument for diffusing “religion,
civilization, liberty and law throughout the world.”3 It took more than two
weeks to complete the exchange of these inaugural messages. This may
suggest that they were conveyed across the Atlantic by ship rather than by
cable, or in other words, that the cable of 1858 was a hoax.4 But far more
troubling, the political history of subsequent decades may suggest that the
contentual gist of the inaugural messages was also a chimera.

The masterful essays on transatlantic telegraphy in this volume by
David Nickles and Jürgen Wilke, focusing on the German-American cable
nexus, represent state-of-the-art launching pads for contemplating this
troubling aspect of human communications. Wilke shows us with auth-
ority, and on the basis of a close and creative reading of complex
nineteenth century records, that message traffic between the United States
and Germany increased dramatically in the latter nineteenth-century. At
the turn of the twentieth century the volume of messages further exploded
until 1914, when hostilities began in Europe. Between 1881 and 1913 the
throughput of cable messages between Germany and America increased
by an astounding 1,000 per cent. Two years later, however, Americans and
Germans would be fighting each other in a terrible, protracted war.
Whatever forces led to the war, the supposed binding power of real time
communicative access and of upwardly spiraling message traffic, was far
from enough to offset them.5

But further, these two studies of transatlantic message flow and its
institutional underpinnings appear to delineate aspects of international
telegraphy that could underlie a dynamic of distancing rather than of
binding through communications. Jürgen Wilke’s findings concerning the
economic and institutional constraints of cable communications, together
with David Nickles’ discussion of language and diplomacy, and their
common focus on news transmission, can serve to chart a plausible course
through which instantaneity and continuous accessibility came at the
expense of harmony and understanding.

II.

By the time a fully functional cable was laid across the Atlantic, in 1866,
observers did have a conspicuous and troubling precedent for evaluating
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the nexus of telegraphic communications and social relations. Inaugurated
in 1844, American telegraphy took off in the latter 1840s, followed by the
severe deterioration of sectional relations. In the early 1850s the country’s
fragmented telegraph system moved decisively in the direction of
integration, just as its party system was breaking down. Eastern seaboard
telegraphy from Maine to New Orleans was finally consolidated into the
smooth operating system of the American Telegraph Company in the late
1850s. But within just a few years, the company’s well-integrated system
would be divided between two warring sections. News transmission, too,
was nationalizing prior to the disintegration of the American nation. The
New York Associated Press, established in 1846 as a telegraphic news
service providing New York’s leading newspapers with telegraphic news,
expanded into a national system of news distribution in the 1850s. It had
linked the entire country by a single, comprehensive news report just prior
to the nation dividing itself into two warring entities. Communicative
unification thus preceded national disruption.

Historian David Herbert Donald has proposed a causal relation between
communicative unity and national division, underpinned by the mediating
variable of the political process. In the second quarter of the nineteenth
century the second party system featured two competing cross-sectional
national parties. Sectional differences were negotiated within each party,
and neither had an interest in having sectionalism become the focus of
national political debate. Such controversy would have the potential of
breaking up the national parties along geographical lines. Each party could
contain the sectional issue by muffling it – the party line was left open to
divergent interpretation in either section. With the advent of instantaneous
national news media, focused on the telegraph and wire service, national
parties could no longer speak to each section in a different voice. Political
statements were now received by “all America . . . immediately, and
literally with the emphasis of lightning;” they no longer had “time to work
in the region for which they were especially designed.”6 Parties, having
to speak with a single unambiguous voice could no longer contain the
sectional tension. The consequence was the breakdown of the second
party system, and the emergence of sectional parties. Now inter-party and
inter-sectional tensions compounded rather than offset each other,
bringing on political impasse, then war. Thus, in the particular circum-
stances of antebellum America, improvement in communication could
entail conflict and crisis rather than “the glorious tale of brotherhood and
peace,” told by the telegraph.7

This case of disintegrative communications may illustrate a more
general dynamic, which sociologist Lewis Mumford appropriately called
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“the paradox of communications.” He found “nothing to indicate, as
earlier exponents of instantaneous communication seem pretty uniformly
to have thought, that the results [of neotechnic communications] will
automatically be favorable to the community.” Far from it: People,
Mumford found, “often tend to be more socialized at a distance,” and that
their “intercourse sometimes proceeds best . . . when neither group is
visible to the other.” In fact, the “lifting of restrictions upon close human
intercourse” could be dangerous, by foregrounding “areas of friction” and
hastening “mass reactions, like those which occur on the eve of a war,”
together bringing about the specter of international conflict.8

Should this indeed be the general case – counter-intuitive as it may be
– it still remains necessary to try and understand how trans-Atlantic
telegraphy could actually operate to increase friction rather than concord.
Nickles and Wilke’s articles direct us to three relevant aspects of cable
communications, which bear on the “paradox of communication.” The
first of these, and one of the most fundamental, concerns language features
characteristic of cable messages as constrained by economic and opera-
tional circumstances. A second approach emerges from zooming in on
veteran institutional arrangements for regulating relations between
transatlantic entities and observing how instantaneous communications
affected their performance. In this thrust, David Nickles cogently points
us to the key institution of diplomacy. Finally, public information flows,
reaching the masses through the newspaper press, brought the cable to
bear on the sensibilities of the public at large, at either side of the Atlantic.
As both Jürgen Wilke and David Nickles show us, news communication
by cable radically altered the nature of public information flows between
the continents, and had the potential of shaping and transforming public
attitudes and opinions.

III.

In The Portrait of a Lady, Henry James’ globetrotting Mrs Touchett
communicates with her husband and son in England mainly by means of
telegrams. Upon a prolonged visit to the United States, Mrs Touchett,
“who has thoroughly mastered the art of condensation,” cables home that
she “Changed Hotel, very bad, impudent clerk, address here. Taken
sister’s girl, died last year, go to Europe, two sisters, quite ‘independent’.”
The receipt of the polysemic cablegram, which “seems to admit of so
many interpretations,” signalled the commencement of a torturous
exegetical process by father and son thus described to a friend:
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We thought at first that the sister mentioned might be the sister of the clerk; but
the subsequent mention of a niece seems to prove that the allusion is to one of
my aunts. Then there was a question as to whose the two other sisters were; they
are probably two of my late aunt’s daughters. But who’s “quite independent,”
and in what sense is the term used? – that point is not yet settled. Does the
expression apply more particularly to the young lady my mother has adopted,
or does it characterize her sisters equally? – and is it used in a moral or in a
financial sense?9

“You’ll see for yourself,” responded the friend, clinching the impossibility
of the virtual “cablese” to properly represent, let alone replace, social co-
presence.

The Touchetts and their friend serve James – himself for many years an
expatriate – to use the ambiguity of cablegrams as a leading metaphor for
the cultural distance between people on either side of the Atlantic, and the
impossibility of their fully understanding each other. The cryptic nature
of cablegrams, for James, is emblematic for the limits of cross-cultural
understanding and empathy, ultimately of the impenetrability of humans
to one another.

Indeed, an obvious cause of misunderstanding via cable was the
characteristic brevity of messages, owing to the high cost of every single
word. Upon its opening to commercial traffic in 1866, cable charges were
as high as $5 in gold per word (about $7.50 in greenbacks), and although
prices declined dramatically over subsequent decades, following the
proliferation of transatlantic cables, they remained high nonetheless. Not
surprisingly, communicators saved money by sparing words. Wilke
reports the remarkable finding that up to a third of all telegrams trans-
mitted from Germany to non-European countries in the late 1870s
included less than five words, and between 66 and 75 per cent contained
less than twenty words. Considering the implications of the cable-packing
business, which combined messages as a way of saving fees, the share of
brief messages must have been considerably higher.10 While much
information conveyed by these short messages was apparently unambigu-
ous – comprised of commercial quotations or referring to set phrases in
code books – the imperative of condensation affected more expressive and
stylized messages as well. As Nickles finds, even diplomats conveying
messages in which detail and nuance might be crucial, worked under strict
limitations on scope.

The specter of misunderstandings due to brevity, on matters which
communicators considered important enough to pay for dearly, was only
one aspect of the problem. Nickles shows us, clearly and crisply, the
systemic shortcomings of the medium in conveying complex messages.



Menahem Blondheim

158

When an American diplomat’s report on the assassination of Czar
Alexander II consists of two words – “Emperor dead” – rather than
providing a thick description of the political and military constellation, the
“langue” of diplomatic discourse is disrupted and sacrificed by an inapt
“parole” – to use de Saussure’s classic distinction. Moreover, as
communications scholar James Carey has pointed out, the “stretching of
language in space” – the lingo Hemingway called “Cablese” –

changed the forms of social relations mediated by language. Just as the long
lines displaced a personal relation mediated by speech and correspondence in
the conduct of trade and substituted the mechanical coordination of buyer and
seller, so the language of the telegraph displaced a fiduciary relationship
between writer and reader with a coordinated one.

While diplomacy is an outstanding setting for observing this process at
work, it clearly underscored most other cable-mediated relationships as
well, promoting efficiency at the cost of fraternity.11

Information theorists would consider this kind of distancing a combina-
tion of semantic, and then semiotic, noise. But the language of cablegrams
appears to have affected something deeper. As Carey implies, the first
element to be omitted from messages out of considerations of cost and
timeliness was the social, the personal, and the emotive. Yet the distancing
of communicators went even further: telegraphy had ever been a “cold”
and unfriendly medium. Its messages were transparent to clerks and
operators. Transcribed on impersonal corporate forms, they left no trace
of the author’s own hand and individuality, promoting aloofness and
distance. But at the same time telegraphy implied unprecedented closeness
between communicators at a distance. By bringing parties separated by
great distances together in near real-time, it enabled a deep sense of co-
presence. The inevitable dissonance between the intimacy of sharing time
and the telegram’s linguistic, bureaucratic, and spatial distance, bred a
consistent notion of frustration and estrangement – of dealing with parties
that “seem so near but are indeed so far away.”12

Most generally, media philosophers suggest that communication is an
intrinsically paradoxical pursuit. Its essence is an attempt to diminish the
separateness of communicators, a project ultimately frustrated by the
fundamental distinctiveness of the communicating entities. The more
successful a communication process is in bringing the parties closer, the
more apparent their separateness becomes – the challenge that had
launched the communicative circuit in the first place.13 Telegraph and
cable, by providing the technical means for making “one neighborhood
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of the whole country,” and then a “global village,” inevitably showed that
in reality neither was really the case. The imagined closeness affected by
the temporal proximity cable communications implied, actually contra-
dicted genuine, deep going differences that separated nations at the time.
Accordingly, communicative proximity tended to underscore that which
remained foreign and separate. Thus, as Louis Mumford proposed,
connectedness via real-time technologies could foreground differences
and increase areas of friction, leading to antagonism and conflict, rather
than promoting “a communion of the Old World the New.”14

IV.

Charles Bright, a nineteenth-century cable telegraphy expert, was a firm
believer in the ultimate improvement of international relations that cable
communications was bound to bring about. Yet his fin de siècle analysis
of submarine telegraphy was more cautious than the characteristic utopian
rhetoric launched by the less informed. Writing a generation after trans-
Atlantic cables were first put into operation, his retrospective technology
assessment could hardly point to any noticeable improvement in the
relations between the UK and other world powers.

Perceptively enough, Bright pointed out that instantaneous communi-
cations, while bound to improve international relations in the long run, had
a regressive potential as well. Although relations between nations
ultimately reflected the confluence of individual and institutional inter-
actions, their formal shaping and management was entrusted to national
leadership through the institution of diplomacy. Diplomacy, Bright
suggested, could be ill served by the speed of electric communications. It
fostered a sense of urgency and called for immediate action, leaving
authorities with little time to consult, contemplate, and ultimately to defuse
emergencies. It could have the effect of “producing ruptures which ‘a little
more time to think’ would have avoided.”15 Thus, United States Congress-
man John Blound complained of “the confusion provoked by instantane-
ous discussion” in the wake of the Baltimore affair, in which a series of
brisk exchanges of acrimonious cable dispatches between United States
and Chilean leaders brought their nations to the brink of war.16

David Nickles convincingly establishes less obvious, but at least as
significant, disturbances to the international process that cable communi-
cations presented. He focuses on the ways in which cable communications
affected traditional decision making in the field of international relations.
Most importantly, he charts the process by which decision making
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gradually shifted from foreign missions – who had the best grasp of
conditions on the ground – to foreign affairs headquarters at each nation’s
center, notwithstanding the distance of these centers from the unfolding
events.

The dysfunction of diplomacy, resulting from the temporal constraints
of telegraphy, as pointed out by Bright, and the spatial and structural
dysfunctions analysed by Nickles, may be aspects of a much broader
pattern of change accompanying the emergence of new communication
technologies. This pattern, tagged “disintermediation” by communication
scholar Elihu Katz, is “the cutting out of the middleman” through the
application of new technologies to the communicative process. To
illustrate the disintermediation pattern: in premodern Europe God’s
message to humanity, assumed to be contained in the Bible, was conveyed
to the public by the Catholic Church as middleman. Its personnel, versed
in scripture and theology, served as mediator between the divine message
and the Christian masses. But the printing press made possible the short-
circuiting of the Church establishment as mediator. Piggy-backing on the
printing press, Protestantism suggested that individuals could verse
themselves in the godly message of the scriptures – mass-printed in the
vernacular – disintermediating the Catholic Church in the process.
Similarly, using mass broadcast media, charismatic leaders could sway the
public, addressing it over the heads of its elected representatives, not to
mention the local apparatus and activists of political parties. In the same
way, mass advertising allowed manufacturers to “cut out” the influence
of retailers, by appealing directly to the end-customer with their brands.17

Describing this general pattern, Katz points out its two important
consequences. One is structural and the other functional. In structure, he
argues, it is not that institutional mediation vanishes with the rise of the
new medium. Rather, the former mediating institution is replaced by the
new medium as an institution. Thus, printing, radio, satellites – their
technique, business arrangements, regulation, and such like (what Thomas
Hughes calls the system surrounding every technology) – become a new
institution mediating between source and its target audience.18 Moreover,
the prevalent use of a medium may have in itself deep-going cognitive
effects on its users (as McLuhan suggested) and a transforming effect on
social organization and the distribution of power in the societies that adopt
it (as Innis suggested). Functionally, Katz proposes, cutting out the middle
man can inject irrationality into the relational process, subordinating the
delicate negotiation of needs and interests and their adjustment to a blind,
distant, technological imperative. In the process, instability and even
irrationality are injected into formerly well-adjusted relationships.
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The fate of diplomacy in the cable age, as rendered by Nickles,
represents a prime example of the disintermediation model at work. What
print had done to the Church, television to political bosses, computer
trading to stockbrokers, and Kazaa to the music industry, was done by
cable to foreign missions. Their role as policy adjusters and decision
makers was undercut by direct home-office intervention. Displacing the
diplomat-on-the-spot as middleman there emerged Foreign Ministry desks
and experts, code makers and code breakers, clerks with technical know-
how and shallow and short telegraphic lingo that had emerged with the
new technology.

And indeed, as Katz cautions and as Nickles demonstrates, this process
of disintermediation could have its costs in terms of relations between
nations. Cutting out the middlemen of international relations was the
disposing of the intimacy and acumen bred of unmediated personal
contact that diplomats had cultivated with policy makers on the other side.
Those diplomats, who were best acquainted with delicate bilateral
situations, became institutionally marginalized. They were displaced by
the powers that be at a great physical and mental, although not communi-
cative, distance. The decline in the influence of the diplomatic corps with
the advent of cables could inject misapprehension, insensitivity, and even
irrationality into the system of international relations, to the detriment of
understanding, adjustment and ultimately of peace and harmony. The
woeful record of world peace in the cable age makes this proposed
dysfunction plausible enough, and presumably quite consequential.

V.

Public opinion has ever been an important determinant of foreign policy,
and information from overseas fed the process of shaping such opinion.
While only a tiny minority of Germans or Americans ever communicated
by cable, most were exposed to a significant share of its message flow.
These were messages cabled to the press, intended for the newspaper-
reading public. Such news that could shape perceptions of other nations
and mold opinion attracted considerable public interest in the nineteenth
century. Early-century sources describe thousands of New Yorkers
congregating around newspaper offices waiting for the most recent news
from Europe as conveyed by news-bearing vessels that just arrived from
overseas.19 The new order of timeliness brought about by submarine
telegraphy may well have further increased the public’s interest in foreign
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news at both ends of international cables. Yet with the cable the nature of
that news and the modes of its supply were radically transformed.

Here too, the structural features of change followed the logic of
disintermediation. Cable, the new communication technology, signalled
the decline of traditional journalism as mediator between foreign affairs
and the newspaper reading public. In its stead, wire service dispatches,
conveyed directly by cable and printed uniformly and simultaneously in
most local newspapers, disintermediated the individual newspaper’s
foreign news arrangements. As we shall see, the most important aspect of
this process concerned the new sources of the foreign news reports that
the wire services distributed, an aspect of cable telegraphy addressed by
both Nickles and Wilke.

To be sure, individual newspapers did retain foreign correspondents
into the telegraphic age and well beyond it. However, once the cable
provided breaking foreign news, the role of newspaper representatives
abroad was attenuated. They remained correspondents, in the literal sense
of writing letters and essays that provided in-depth coverage of foreign
affairs, but they no longer filled the function of news reporters. News
agencies’ cable dispatches now provided that service.20 Plentiful evidence
suggests that the public’s interest focused on the “fast news” conveyed by
telegraph, its interest in the “slow news” of publicists’ essays conveyed by
mail declined.21

The process of cutting the individual newspaper out of the international
news reporting process followed a different temporal pattern in Germany
and America. Whereas in Europe the major news services – Agence
Havas, Reuters, and the Wolff’sches Telegraphisches Bureau – had
dominated the supply of foreign news by telegraph from early on, in
America the NYAP received European news by ships that could cheaply
convey competing reports for individual newspapers. The NYAP’s
advantage was in its rapid and cost effective access to the national loop
when news-bearing steamers reached the New World. But once cables
enabled the extension of landlines to Newfoundland, then to Ireland, the
NYAP’s advantage was extended from hours to days, effectively disinter-
mediating the newspaper in the provision of foreign news reports.22

Early on, the NYAP’s new cable-based power was hotly contested.
Shortly after the laying of the cable the New York Herald – the city’s most
affluent daily – attempted to supplant the NYAP in providing America’s
foreign news. It did so by establishing a dense network of reporters in
Europe, at the annual cost of $40,000, then inaugurating an extremely
expensive traffic of foreign news by cable.23 However, the Herald’s
autonomous service cost far too much, and other newspapers were not
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prepared to pay the price it charged. NYAP’s other members closed ranks
behind its low-cost system and crushed the Herald’s ambitious attempt to
substitute the wire service system of international news by independent,
unilateral, and expensive news gathering. The Herald’s failure seemed to
prove that the process of disintermediation was irreversible. A newspaper
could not extend its traditional modus operandi into the cable age. New
institutions bred of the novel technology would inevitably carry the day.24

Thus, with cable, the technological, economic, and systemic constraints
that had shaped the European pattern of foreign news gathering became
applicable to America, and so did its consequences. A major consequence
of the European system was that the wire service distributing the foreign
news was not its source; rather, each national agency reported the news
of its own country (and of its international hinterland) to foreign news-
paper readers. A series of agreements between the leading agencies
structured this arrangement, which became firmly institutionalized.
Shortly after the Atlantic cable was laid, Havas, Wolff, and Reuter had in
place a formal agreement for a multilateral exchange of the news that each
gathered exclusively in its own sphere of influence.25

The NYAP was not an independent party to the world-sharing agree-
ment of the three European wire services in the nineteenth century. It
effectively was, however, a player in the tripartite news exchange through
a bilateral arrangement with Reuters. Indeed, the two services had worked
together for years before the Atlantic cable, on a straight-exchange basis.
Thus, the NYAP was in practice, if not formally, a party to the international
news exchange. Via Reuters it provided the news of America that Euro-
peans read, and distributed the European agencies’ dispatches received
from Reuters to the United States’ press.26

The meaning of the telegraph and cable mode of international news
reporting was far reaching. It implied the invasion of the national press by
foreign organizations that foisted their self-serving messages on a distant
public. Jürgen Wilke authoritatively illustrates this process in the case of
German and American news flow, and finds that only by the turn of the
century did wire services begin to actively select and adjust the news
provided by foreign national agencies to their own indigenous needs. In
the case of German and American reciprocal news supply, this arrange-
ment, problematic to begin with, was further complicated by the mediating
role of a third, self-serving, party – the Reuters agency.

The role of politics in shaping the news of each of the national wire
services underscored the shortcomings of this system. As Wilke finds,
Bismarck had a stranglehold on the operations of the Wolff’sche Bureau.
Historian Fritz Stern had previously delineated the political and financial
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process through which the propaganda-minded Chancellor managed to
gradually achieve political control over the agency’s news reporting.27

Donald Read has traced a comparable dynamism in Reuters’ case, which
led to the agency’s reports coalescing with Crown policies and interests.28

I have recently demonstrated how Reuters, through its arrangement with
the NYAP, served the publicity interests of the Union administration in the
Civil War years. The NYAP was the war administration’s loyal mouth-
piece, and through the straight-exchange arrangement between it and
Reuters, the Union administration had the first chance to make a first
impression on European public opinion.29

Attempts to rig and manipulate world opinion via the news of a
subservient wire service must have served governments’ immediate,
unilateral, political interests. For precisely that reason, they could not
possibly have worked to improve bilateral relations. More generally, the
global arrangement for transnational news flow, viewed as an overall
system, was founded on efficiencies and economies on the supply side. It
was the one-sided, self-serving perspective of the news provider that
dominated news flow. Economies of scale and scope came at the expense
of the receiving end, where the particular requirements and needs of
diverse audiences were neither consulted nor accommodated. After all,
wire service news distributed globally could not be tailored to the
particular sensibilities of any given national audience. Such a plan of
communications was hardly conducive to the increase of mutual under-
standing and the strengthening of bilateral bonds. It could alienate distant
recipients at the same time it was informing them and propagandizing to
them. Thus, however efficient and economical, this entire system could
carry the seeds of alienation through advanced communications.30

This potential unleashing of the “paradox of communication”, may be
seen to follow from the disintermediation of the newspaper in foreign
news reporting. As James Carey has suggested, the rise of modern media
in the industrial age signalled the emergence of the “professional com-
municator” as a distinct type of vocation and social function. The facile
interface of people at a distance, inevitably of different sensibilities and
mind-sets, called for a mediating function, one that would make either side
explicable to the other. This was the function of the professional com-
municator. If the translator was its archetype, the journalist represented its
ideal type. The professional communicator’s role was to translate meaning
from one environment to another, on the basis of an understanding of
both.31

The reporting of foreign news was a prime site for the performance of
the professional communicator’s function. The journalist in the German-
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American news nexus was to make developments in Germany plausible
to Americans, and to make the American way and the mind of its people
penetrable to Germans. Such a process of mediation could plausibly
increase mutual understanding, just as the mere fact of communicating
increased mutual awareness.

But as both Wilke and Nickles demonstrate, this was not the way news
communication between Germany and the United States developed in the
cable age. Submarine telegraphy as a technological system disinter-
mediated the professional communicators who had served the German
and American publics. In their stead the national wire services, influenced
as they were by the powers that be on either side, did the talking. Although
faster, cheaper and more accessible, this system of news reporting by cable
was audience-blind and mediation insensitive, it could heighten awareness
without improving understanding. As theory suggests and history seems
to bear out, this could be a lethal combination.

VI.

The foregoing represents a mere exploratory, perhaps even speculative,
extension of Jürgen Wilke’s and David Nickles’ sound and responsible
studies, from a communication theory perspective. Nevertheless, it
underscores the great potential of wholesome and innovative historical
research, such as theirs, to address theoretical – and practical – issues of
the highest significance to the concerns of other disciplines. But moreover,
these studies and their foregoing spin-offs suggest a more general
historiographical moral, or morals. Primarily, and most patently, these
studies show how wide-open the field of communication history really is
– how little has been done and how much needs doing in documenting and
interpreting communications as an aspect of history and life.

The fundamental reason for the relative neglect of communication
themes in traditional historical enquiry is simple enough: Communication
has only recently taken its place, alongside the likes of economics, politics,
or religion, as an aspect of the human experience that can and should be
investigated historically. After all, communication is a surprisingly young
concept, let a lone a category of analysis. An ingredient of social life that
is as elusive as it is ubiquitous, “communications” as a conceptual cluster
lacked a usable defining framework or even a definitive terminology
throughout most of history. It was, in fact, the telegraph that by separating
communication from the physical process of transportation gave rise to
thinking about communication as a category unto itself, generating, in the
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process, “an entirely new class of ideas, a new species of consciousness,”
as the New York Herald surmised in 1844.

This formative process of shaping notions and crystallizing ideas about
communications, traceable to the discourse of the telegraph, was effect-
ively elaborated and formalized in social-scientific investigation only in
the second half of the twentieth century. Historical research thus has a
considerable catching-up job to do with regard to this aspect of the
historical experience. As the preceding pages may suggest, such a project
can profitably be informed by theory developed in the social-scientific
research of communication. But the link between the disciplines could and
should be a two-way bridge. Ideally, history would serve as the ultimate
database for verifying – but also for generating – ideas about communica-
tions. Communication research, in turn, might provide theoretical insight
that could inform historical investigation.

Such a joint project would appear to be a worthy one. After all, com-
munications, from the Tower of Babel to our own era of globalization, is
really much more than what Marshall McLuhan considered to be the
“social hormone.” It is, in fact, the confluence of the slender communic-
ative bridges charting human relations and human society. Communica-
tions may thus be thought of as the DNA of history.
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9
Producing and Consuming Knowledge:
Comparative Perspectives on the
Development and Usage of the
Telegraph in Nineteenth-century
Germany and America

Ursula Lehmkuhl

The previous chapter of this book addressed the history of Atlantic
Communication in terms of media that physically carried certain kinds of
information. To move the information, one moved the medium. With the
advent of harnessable electricity, a major shift occurred. To paraphrase
Marshall McLuhan, beginning with the telegraph, messages could travel
faster than messengers. Communication over distance was no longer tied
to the available means of transportation.1 James Carey described the
telegraph as the medium that “provided the decisive and cumulative break
of the identity of communication and transportation.”2 The telegraph, like
most innovations in the field of communication throughout time as far as
the computer, had its first and most profound impact on the conduct of
commerce, government, and the military. Early research on the telegraph
had a special focus on commerce. Studies like Wiring a Continent by
Robert Thompson, published in 1947, or Richard Du Boff’s work are
examples. The topics addressed by the papers on the telegraph published
in this volume, however, go beyond the traditional focus on economics.
The two papers under scrutiny here cover two aspects that will help to
complement our knowledge about the historical impact of the telegraph
by analysing its influence on the development of an international news
market and on international diplomacy.

I will comment on the findings of the two papers on the basis of a two
fold comparative perspective: First, by addressing national differences and
similarities and by comparing the case studies on news agencies and
international diplomacy with the published findings on the impact of the
telegraph on business and commerce. With the second perspective I would
like to introduce a more topical comparative approach. In a third step I will



Ursula Lehmkuhl

172

go beyond mere comparison by addressing processes of cultural transfer
in the Atlantic World induced and carried by the telegraph.

*

The analyses provided by David Nickles and Jürgen Wilke point out three
commonalities between Prussia and the United States with regard to the
usage and function of the telegraph: In both cases the telegraph had a
strong centralizing effect on the political system. The new communication
technology reduced the importance of regional political sub-centers and
strengthened the decision-making power of the political center. In the
United States this had a positive effect on nation-building processes after
the Civil War. Centralization also furthered the development of a national
market economy. In Germany the telegraph together with the railroad
facilitated the unification process pushed forward by Prussia and the
Prussian army.

Both papers show that the telegraph offered new ways of governmental
control over information flows, with repercussions not only on the
developing print media but also regarding foreign policy decision making.
The telegraph was an instrument of securing and strengthening political
power. It was also used as an instrument of power projection as in the case
of the Prussian King William II, who – as Jürgen Wilke mentions in his
paper – spent an unbelievably huge amount of money, no less than 29,000
Marks, to transmit the entire speech he had made at the opening of the
Prussian Parliament after his victory over Austria on 5 August 1866 across
the ocean to the United States. The amount of money spent for this
telegram would have bought approximately 160 tons of wheat or 1,343
tons of potatoes.3 Telegraphing was expensive in the early days. Hence,
the telegram was a means of communication almost exclusively used by
the political and economic elite.

At the end of the nineteenth century both the German Empire and the
United States developed a special interest in globalizing the telegraph
network in the context of their colonial policies. In both cases the
telegraph was an important strategic device for Empire-building.4 It
furthered economic growth by facilitating export and import trade. The
communication links that connected the imperial centers to their colonial
possessions and their overseas markets strengthened the centers’ political
and economic control capacities. Thus, the telegraph had an important
impact on the international power position of the major international
actors at the end of the nineteenth century. Possession and control of
telegraph lines was a new instrument of securing and enhancing one’s
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position in the international power hierarchy. However, despite these
imperial interests, the telegraph was first and foremost used on a national
or continental basis. Transoceanic cable technology was introduced on a
larger scale only in the 1870s. Only toward the end of the nineteenth
century did it become the primary technological device for a globalized
communication system.

Beside these similarities, the papers pinpoint two major differences:
whereas the telegraph emerged as a powerful instrument of continental
communication in the United States as early as in the 1840s, the German
telegraphic network only came into being more than a decade later. Wilke
argues that this time lag of about thirteen to fifteen years was mainly the
result of the decentralized political situation on German territory. Already
in 1852 more than 16,700 miles of telegraph lines existed in the United
States, which was more than twice as much as in Prussia thirteen years
later (1865–6: 7,556 miles).5 If we compare the numbers more synchron-
ically the following picture emerges. In 1850, when the Deutsch-Öster-
reichische Telegraphenverein was founded, 4,266 miles of telegraph lines
existed in the four member countries: 2,217 miles in Austria (52 per cent),
1,515 miles in Prussia (35 per cent), 422 miles in Bavaria (10 per cent),
and 112 miles in Saxony.6

But measuring miles of telegraph lines alone does not necessarily tell
us much about the usage and function of the telegraph as a communicative
means, because the geographical dimensions of both countries, Prussia
and the United States, were so different. Whereas in the mid-nineteenth
century the United States was about nineteen times as large as the
Norddeutscher Bund (4,863,945 square miles and 257,873 square miles
respectively), the Norddeutscher Bund was more densely populated than
the United States, with at least as many economically and politically
important urban centers.7 Moreover, to get a realistic picture about the
density of the telegraph network one has to take into account not only the
miles of wire in use, but more so the number of cities that were connected
and the number of telegraph offices as well as the number of lines that
could be used simultaneously between each station. In most cases only one
line existed, hence only one customer at a time could transmit a message.

In 1850 Berlin was connected via telegraph with most of the important
larger cities in Prussia as well as with Frankfurt (Main) and Hamburg; in
1852 Vienna could communicate with every capital of the Kronländer by
means of cable technology. In Austria-Hungary the total length of
telegraph lines quadrupled within four years after the foundation of the
Deutsch-Österreichische Telegraphenverein. Between 1858 and 1860 it
increased again by another 30 per cent. In Prussia an extraordinary
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increase in the length of telegraph lines can be observed for the years
1851–2, 1859 and between 1863 and 1865.8 Hence I do not claim that the
backwardness of Prussia is a myth, but that a far more sophisticated study
taking into account far more factors than cable length would be required
to find out who was ahead of whom and by how much and most of all why.
The picture is clearer, however, if one considers the trans-Atlantic cable
system. In the early years the German Empire depended on British lines.
It was the Anglo-American Telegraph Company that laid transatlantic
wires in the course of the 1870s. The first German-controlled wire
connecting the North Sea island of Borkum and New York City was
installed as late as 1900; another German line operated by the Deutsch-
Atlantische Telegraphengesellschaft went into service in 1904.

The second major difference refers to the ownership of the telegraph
companies. Whereas in the United States the government chose not to own
and operate the telegraph, the opposite occurred in Europe. And this
decision was crucial for the different directions the media industry took
in Europe on the one hand and the United States and Canada on the
other. As James Carey and Richard Du Boff pointed out: “The decision
against public ownership and governmental control gave rise to one of the
first corporate monopolies in the United States, namely Western Union,
and set the stage for a future of private media ownership”.9 And only in
the United States and Canada did the telegraph remain under private
control after 1868, when Great Britain nationalized all inland telegraph
companies.10

The historical evidence and analyses presented by the two papers in this
section demonstrate that telegraphy helped to transform the national and
international economic system; it improved the efficiency of the military,
had an impact on the international power hierarchy, and last but not least
shaped the context and the way of diplomatic interaction and decision-
making in America and Europe. As statistical data are lacking, we have no
information about the extent to which the telegraph was used prior to
1875; we also cannot tell to what extent German political authorities
communicated with American ones via telegraph because postal statistics
for that period do not contain any categories concerning the destinations
and the character of telegrams. For a quantitative and qualitative analysis
and evaluation of the usage of the telegraph as a means of transatlantic
communication on the political level, for example, we need to search the
official papers of the United States and the German governments of that
time for telegrams that were sent to or received from the United States and
vice versa. A large enough sample of telegrams sent back and forth would
allow a content analysis, which would help to clarify the picture of the
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political function of the telegraph for the developing German-American
relationship.

*

Postal statistics tell us that the telegraph was used mainly for economic
purposes. The interest in commercial or stock-market information was the
primary motivating force behind the creation of a global telegraph
network. Regarding the structural or systemic influence of the new
technology, its impact on the development and functioning of an Atlantic
– or in a sense global – economic system was obviously most important.
As Richard du Boff points out: “In the world of business and finance, the
telegraph was widely regarded as an agent for expediting competition and
perfecting markets over space and time: Intermarket price disparities
would be diminished, and information on prices of goods and quantities
available was henceforth to be available to everyone on an equal basis.
Sources of monopoly power would be weakened.” 11 Some specific
monopolies, however, were strengthened. The telegraph is one reason why
big business emerged so swiftly in the last third of the nineteenth century
in the leading capitalist economies. The telegraph industry became the first
industrial monopoly in the United States when Western Union Telegraph
Company swallowed up its last two rivals in 1866 and then in the 1870s
established a strategic alliance with Associated Press, the monopolized
news agency that, next to big business companies, was the second major
user of the telegraph.12 The advantages arising for each other by the
Associated Press and Western Union hardened monopoly control in both
industries. Dallas Smythe in Dependency Road explains: “. . . Western
Union protected the Associated Press and its affiliated local newspapers
from competition by refusing wire service to others . . . In return, the
Associated Press . . . took its policy on news, and hence political matters,
such as the issue of public ownership of telegraphy and railroads, from
Western Union.”13 Jürgen Wilke shows that these monopolizing or
centralizing tendencies could be found not only in the United States but
were spread across national borders within the Atlantic system.

Due to high charges, this strategy of cooperation was also applied to inter-
national news gathering. An agreement concluded by WTB, the French Agence
Havas, and the British Reuters agency in the 1860s was joined by contract in
1870, which divided the world into “reserved areas”. According to the contract,
each agency was allowed to gather and spread news only in one region of the
world (some regions were assigned to two agencies) and obliged to share their
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news with its partners. The agreement established a triangular “news cartel” that
dominated news coverage worldwide.14

In the end, news became more alike because reporters provided news
for various newspapers, and the telegraph companies controlled how and
when news were distributed. News agencies also had an impact on
political agenda setting.

But these were not the only centralizing or standardizing effects of the
telegraph. Jürgen Wilke and David Nickles point out five additional
processes of standardization induced by the telegraph: the telegraph
brought diverse regional centers of buying and selling under a unified
price and market system; the telegraph helped create standard time zones;
the telegraph helped to establish democratic or republican political
systems; the telegraph furthered the simplification and homogenization of
language; and with the telegraph cultural power moved westward from
France, to Britain, to the United States. These processes of standardization
are an interesting field for the analysis of cultural transfer within the
Atlantic World or even on a global scale. Moreover, they are important
topics of “global history”.

Considering intercultural transfer the analytical focus shifts towards the
reconstruction of ways and means of productive appropriation of foreign
ideas and institutions accompanying processes of collective identity
building. It is assumed that these processes are steered not by the will to
export ideas but by the willingness to import new and/or foreign ideas. The
intrinsically motivated interest in the other is one of the premises for
cultural transfers. Research on transfer processes is based on the assump-
tion that national cultures do not constitute closed but rather open systems
and develop only in permanent exchange with new or foreign cultural
patterns in the shape of appropriation and rejection or disappropriation.15

The mechanism of cultural transfer is skillfully analysed in studies like
Atlantic Crossings by Daniel Rodgers or Spreading the American Dream
by Emily Rosenberg.16 However, I think we have to go beyond the
analysis of travel literature or the work of missionaries and take into
account, for example, the potential of the news cartels and telegraph
monopolies in deciding what information is important and which ideas are
imported or exported. A number of questions and research topics come to
mind: How did news agencies use their function as transmitter of know-
ledge to transfer elements of cultural knowledge from one culture to the
other? Which elements of the cultural knowledge system were transferred
in one or the other direction? What was the domestic function of the
importation of cultural knowledge? Is it used to legitimize existing social,
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economic or political conditions or to undermine a certain social and
political order or even to improve a certain condition?17 In order to answer
these and similar questions we first and foremost need a deeper knowledge
of what was really communicated. That is why I argue for a content
analysis of the telegrams that were actually sent. Only by analysing the
content of the telegram can we discover how national cultures interacted
and how this influenced the political, social and economic developments
of the respective societies. It would be important to know, for example,
whether and how the telegraph helped to spread ideas of democracy and
republicanism in the Atlantic World, especially in the German Empire
after 1871. At least some early observers saw the telegraph as a means to
achieve a peaceful international order, civilization and moral progress. For
the Daily Chronicle in 1847, the telegraph was “facilitating Human
Intercourse and producing Harmony among Men and Nations”. Twenty-
one years later, Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine characterized the telegraph
as “the portent of all means of civilization, and the most effective in
breaking down the barriers of evil prejudice and custom that interfere with
the universal exchange of commodities.”18 I am skeptical.

Eventually, if we try to get a closer understanding of processes of
cultural convergence or adaptation the focus on language or style may be
important. Both papers mention the development of a new language – the
“telegram style”. Although this sort of research may be more appropriate
for a linguist than for a historian I would nevertheless like to point out
some questions that have to be addressed. Was the new language, the
telegram style, composed of international semantics indicating the
development of a sort of “lingua franca telegrafica” or did it develop
national specificities thus strengthening and accentuating the cultural and
language borders of the nation-state? The social and cultural consequences
of the new language style for international diplomacy and for the identity,
self-definition and role ascription of the diplomatic corps also have to be
scrutinized.

*

The papers of this session are weaving culture, economy/business,
politics/diplomacy and technology into a new analytical perspective on
the evolving Atlantic communication system. The thesis that the introduc-
tion of new communication technologies like the telegraph or the
telephone annihilated the dimensions of time and space in the communi-
cation process, resulting in The Death of Distance as Frances Cairncross
entitled one of her books19 is clearly put into question by the findings of
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Jürgen Wilke and David Nickles. We do need more case studies about the
communicative aspects of the usage of the telegraph in order to be able
to answer the question whether this new technology “annihilated time and
distance” on the cultural and social level. Future research needs to analyse
the cultural and communicative foundations of the Atlantic System by
addressing question such as the following: What created (communicative)
distance in politics, in economics, in culture/aesthetics? Were mental
barriers between the Old and the New World abolished with the usage of
the telegraph or the introduction of telegraphy, or did these barriers just
change their cultural representation? Was the discourse on the telegraph
able to introduce a new imagined landscape or mental map overcoming
the idea of being “oceans apart”? How can we characterize the overall
relationship between Europe and the United States during the second half
of the nineteenth century? Is it more to be expressed in the language of
“distance, difference and distinction” or is it one of “similarity, identity
and affinity”? How do we evaluate the ambiguous historical function of
the telegraph regarding the structure of the international system during the
second half of the nineteenth century? Did it create transnational econ-
omic, political, cultural and social systems or did it promote more
centralized political entities, the nation-states, by enabling the centraliza-
tion of decision-making power and reducing regional or peripheral
decision-making autonomy? Or did it enhance both tendencies simultane-
ously and to what effect? Even if not all of these suggestions for further
research prove feasible or fruitful, I believe I have shown that there is
plenty of useful work ahead of us.
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10
Modernization and its Discontents:
Homelessness and Middle-class Media
in the United States, 1850–1930

Kenneth L. Kusmer

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the United States
evolved from an agriculturally based social order to one dominated by
large cities and huge industrial enterprises. Many of the changes associ-
ated with modernization in the United States had their roots in the early
nineteenth century or even before,1 but the process of social and economic
change accelerated dramatically in the last half of the nineteenth century.
By 1900, New York’s population had reached five million, and a half
dozen other cities exceeded one million. A massive reorganization of
urban life accompanied this growth in numbers. The “walking city” of the
first half of the nineteenth century, with its haphazard arrangement of
stores, small factories, and residences, was replaced by a much more
tightly organized urban structure. The introduction of the electric streetcar
and, in some cases, subway or elevated lines after 1890 led to the exodus
of the middle class to outlying sections of cities while the poor, the
foreign-born, and (after 1915) African Americans became concentrated in
inner-city slums.2 During these decades the American class structure
was also in flux. Mechanization of industrial processes led to violent
labor conflict and the usually successful drive by management in basic
industries to gain control over its now largely immigrant work force. At
the same time, the “old” middle class of farmers and small businessmen
was declining, while a new group of white-collar workers and profes-
sionals, their skills more closely connected to the needs of urban industrial
society, were increasing in number. The line of demarcation between
the middle class and the working class was never very clear, however,
because some highly skilled manual laborers saw themselves as
“aristocrats of labor” and identified with traditional aspects of middle-
class culture.3

These changes were accompanied by important innovations in the
technology of communication, which created the basis for mass culture
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while speeding up and diversifying the means by which people gained
information about the society in which they lived. The last half of the
nineteenth century witnessed a rapid growth in the circulation of news-
papers, magazines, and inexpensive books. These changes were closely
connected to the development of consumerism and advertising, which
played a major role in financing the growth of print media during these
decades.4 This expansion of print culture was by no means limited to the
bourgeoisie, but it grew most rapidly among the educated middle and
upper class, whose tastes and ideological predilections influenced the tone
and content of many journals, even those that appealed to a broader, cross-
class audience. Although literacy, at least in the North, was already
widespread as early as 1800, manual laborers had less time and money to
spend on reading, especially books and magazines.5

One unforeseen negative consequence of the economic and social
transformation associated with industrialism in the decades following the
Civil War – one that would attract increasing attention in the media – was
a vastly increased homeless population. Today as in the past, measuring
the numbers of homeless with any exactitude is almost impossible.6 It is
clear, however, that the size of the “down-and-out” population was much
greater during the era of industrialization than at any time before or since.
Especially for the manual working class that made up the majority of the
population, it was common at the beginning of the twentieth century for
young men to enter the ranks of the homeless at some point in their lives.
(It was far less typical of women to become homeless, but at the beginning
of the twentieth century perhaps 10–15 per cent was female.) Manual
laborers who did not become homeless themselves usually knew someone
who had been “down and out.” Initially, homelessness itself was fairly
uncommon among the middle class, and throughout the industrial era it
remained primarily a working-class experience. There is evidence,
however, that by the early twentieth century some members of the middle
class were falling into the ranks of the homeless. Regardless of their social
class, however, most Americans of the time had some contact with this
destitute group. Urban beggars proliferated during the industrial era, and
it was quite common for train-riding tramps, looking for handouts, to
appear at the back doors of residences. It should come as no surprise, then,
that homelessness became a major cultural concern during the industrial
era.7

Negative stereotypes of the homeless were already well established in
the print media by the time of the Civil War. Labeled as “sturdy beggars,”
“the wandering poor,” or simply as vagrants, the homeless of the mid-
nineteenth century invariably earned the enmity of newspaper editors and
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popular writers commenting on the urban scene. The first urban “guide-
books” expressed consternation over the increase in the number of street
beggars during downturns in the economy. In the 1840s and 1850s,
editorials in newspaper regularly bemoaned the large number of “loafers”
who wandered the streets, “infest[ing] the doors and dwellings of our
citizens.” Such hostile views, common among middle-class citizens as
well as many skilled manual laborers, echoed the perspective of the
founders of the first large urban charities established to assist the poor.
Organizations such as the Association for Improving the Condition of the
Poor (AICP) condemned the practice of giving money to beggars and
urged a “scientific” approach to poverty that would separate the “worthy”
from the “unworthy” poor. Commentators on poverty consistently ignored
the economic causes of homelessness and urged a punitive policy toward
the homeless, whom they saw as lazy and immoral – one of the groups that
reformer Charles Loring Brace labeled “the dangerous classes” of urban
America. In 1857 the New York Times, in one of its first editorials, argued
that the police should arrest “every person, man, woman, or child who
may be found begging in the streets.” Others, like Brace, made an
exception for vagrant children, who artists and illustrators of the day
sometimes portrayed sympathetically as Dickensian figures. Brace
believed such “street Arabs” could be reformed, but only if they were
physically removed from the corrupting environment of the city streets.
The adult vagrant, he maintained, was usually incorrigible.8

Such views, popular throughout the nineteenth century, represented the
dominant image of the homeless in print media directed at the middle
class. While often casually disparaged as a negative feature of urban life,
however, homelessness was rarely discussed or debated to any degree in
the American press prior to the 1870s. This situation changed decisively
with the collapse of the economy in 1873. The subsequent six years of
unemployment and unprecedented labor conflict brought with it a
dramatic change in the nature of homelessness. The number of homeless
people reached an all-time high, and this destitute group became much
more mobile than they had been in the past. Prior to the Civil War, the
“wandering poor” who traveled from town to town did so on foot. In many
parts of the country, the distance between communities limited the
mobility of vagabonds. Beginning in the 1870s, however, the homeless
began to ride the railroad illegally, stowing themselves away in empty
boxcars or riding between, on top of, or even underneath freight cars. The
rapid increase in the number of homeless persons, coupled with the easy
movement of tramps (as they now came to be called) over long distances,
meant that no part of the country was now immune from the intrusion of
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homeless wanderers. Homelessness became a national issue, and it would
remain so throughout the industrial era.

With the rise of the tramp phenomenon in the 1870s, homelessness
began to attract the attention of journalists and social commentators. Short
articles on tramps, published in local papers that appealed to a general
audience, became a staple of reporting in the late nineteenth century.
Seldom did such stories critically examine this issue; instead, the often
anonymous reporters played upon the readers” fears about this strange
new class of homeless men (there were few women who rode the freights)
called tramps. Their accounts focused on the relatively small number of
men on the road who engaged in violence. A particularly popular news
item in the 1870s and 1880s described the attack of one or more tramps
on a family farm – especially when the husband was away in the fields and
the wife was left alone with the children. Headlines announcing, “Tramp
Brutality to a Woman” and “A Foul and Fiendish Crime” had something
in common with contemporaneous, sensational stories about blacks
accused of assaulting white females in the South. This kind of copy made
tramps seem more dangerous than they actually were in most instances;
it also led to vagabonds being blamed for crimes they did not commit. A
New York Times article of 1879, for example, entitled “A Tramp’s
Ingratitude,” was really about a crime of violence resulting from a rather
ordinary lover’s quarrel. The assailant is referred as a tramp for no other
reason than because he had been unemployed for several months prior to
the incident. As one vagabond explained to investigator John J. McCook,
“There are lots of crimes committed by people that are residents of the
community that [are] laid at the feet of the unfortunate tramp.” The
tendency to see the homeless as criminals was not new. Since the colonial
era, the line between paupers, vagrants, and hardened criminals had been
a hazy one; in its first reference to vagrancy, in 1837, the United States
Supreme Court had lumped all three together in the same category. The
assertiveness of the men riding the trains, however, led to a greater
emphasis in newspapers and magazines on the alleged criminality of the
homeless.9

The initial reaction by editorialists and critics to the new homeless
population was fiercely hostile. “They are like the barbarians who came
down like wolves upon Rome!” exclaimed the New York Tribune in 1876.
The editors of Scribners, one of the nation’s leading opinion journals,
likened them to lepers. The New York Times ominously declared tramps
to be “the most dangerous class in society,” and a number of writers,
including the young John Hay in his pseudonymous novel, The Bread-
Winners (1883), portrayed them as potentially violent radicals, often of



Modernization and its Discontents

187

immigrant background. The most common criticism of the tramps,
however, emphasized their incorrigible laziness. As the popular writer
Elizabeth Oakes Smith put it, the homeless man “hates work. He has no
respect and no shame.” Numerous writers demanded a punitive approach
to these destitute wanderers, including incarceration in workhouses, and
some even urged a return to the eighteenth-century method of dealing with
vagrants – the whipping post.10

With very few exceptions, prior to about 1895 journalists and social
commentators had little interest in exploring the diverse causes of
homelessness. The growing inequality of the new urban order, with its
wretched poverty, chronic unemployment, and unsafe working conditions,
obviously contributed to the increase in the number of destitute people;
but commentators instead focused almost entirely on the perceived “moral
failings” of tramps and beggars. This lack of sympathy for the homeless
was part of a broader condemnation of the dependent poor, commonly
labeled with the pejorative term “paupers” in the late nineteenth century.
The homeless, however, were singled out for special condemnation.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in Jacob Riis’ landmark 1890 study
of the slums of New York, How the Other Half Lives.

Riis’ book is particularly important because it was the first significant
example of a new, personalized style of journalism that would become
increasingly popular in the early twentieth century. Riis (who began his
career as a newspaper reporter) wandered the tired streets of the Lower
East Side, sometimes accompanying a policemen on his beat, exploring
the crowded tenements that harbored the urban poor, many of them
recently-arrived immigrants. As reflected in the book’s title, he explicitly
acted as a mediator between the increasingly suburbanized middle class
and the poor. Riis saw himself as “a kind of war correspondent,” bringing
back reports to the middle class about the strange world of the inner city.11

Unlike later examples of muckraking literature, How the Other Half Lives
rarely excoriates the powerful, and the book is filled with stereotypes and
half-truths about ethnic groups, a biased perspective that native-born
Americans would have felt comfortable with. Nevertheless, Riis enlight-
ened his audience about conditions in the slums and balanced moralistic
statements about immigrant drinking habits and lack of cleanliness with
positive comments about their work habits.

Significantly, Riis’ vivid portrayal of the homeless and their lodgings
contains none of the balanced treatment he accorded most immigrant
groups. Like the rest of the book, his report on urban tramps and beggars
is filled with fascinating stories, delivered by the author in the jocular style
of one insider talking to another, but in this case the vignettes are primarily
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designed to reinforce the customary negative image of the homeless. The
homeless individuals introduced to the reader are not hungry men walking
the streets in search of work; they are the denizens of the “stale beer
dives,” thieves, and people who are paid by political bosses to vote for one
or the other candidate. The down-and-out in the Bowery, according to
Riis, are drawn from the ranks of “the lazy, the shiftless, and the unfortu-
nate.” “[H]omeless and hopeless in their utter wretchedness,” they are
irreclaimable. This sardonic commentary demonstrates that it was quite
possible for someone to use a strikingly innovative journalistic method,
combined with a flamboyant style, to deliver a traditional, socially
conservative message. In the end, there was little difference between Riis’
pessimistic conclusion and that of his celebrated contemporary, social
Darwinist William Graham Sumner, who once emphatically stated, “a
drunkard in the gutter is just where he ought to be.”12

In reality, the homeless were connected in myriad ways to the develop-
ment of industrial society, which brought with it devastating economic
disruptions and social dislocations for some at the same time it enhanced
the standard of living for others. In the hands of Riis and many other lesser
writers, however, the image of the homeless in the mainstream press
functioned as a kind of negative reference group, a counter-symbol to the
dominant mythology of the United States as a land where hard work and
perseverance yielded just rewards and fostered upward mobility. Con-
ceptualizing tramps in this way calmed middle-class fears during a
particularly disruptive stage of modernization of the American economy.
If in a nation that honored productive labor some individuals seemed to
prefer idleness, these writers implied, this was not evidence of a weakness
in the economic system. Instead, it was a sign of flawed character in the
men who rode the rails and begged for handouts on city street corners. The
fault lay with the homeless themselves.

This moralistic view of the homeless remained influential throughout
the industrial era – and beyond, but it did not go completely unchallenged.
Henry George’s best-selling volume, Progress and Poverty, published in
1879, expressed the not-unfounded fear that a nation of small producers
was being replaced by a sharply drawn system of class divisions. Tramps
and millionaires, he argued, were both products of this dangerous trend.
George avoided direct appeals to class consciousness by placing the blame
on the “idle rich” (financiers and landlords), rather than on industrial
capitalists, and he argued that a “single tax” on land would solve this
problem of growing economic inequality. His theory was particularly
appealing to farmers and shopkeepers, and skilled artisans – groups that
felt financially squeezed by the forces of industrial capitalism, yet were
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still unwilling to abandon the traditional creed that identified America with
the opportunity for upward mobility. George’s view of the homeless man
conformed well to this mentality. He injected a new viewpoint into the
debate over homelessness by suggesting that the tramp was a product of
forces outside his control. He did not, however, fundamentally challenge
the conventional negative stereotypes of the homeless man, who he
referred to as a “poisonous pariah” who had “lost all that animates and
elevates and stimulates a man to struggle and to labor.”13

During the decade after the publication of Progress and Poverty, a few
popular writers – notably Mark Twain in his satirical novel, A Connecticut
Yankee in King Arthur’s Court – picked up on the themes stressed by
George. Most middle-class commentators, however, firmly rejected
George’s view that tramps and millionaires should be discussed in the
same sentence. In 1887, the New York Tribune editorialized that the two
had nothing in common, because the typical millionaire was a man of
“character, temperament and capacity” while the tramp was “born lazy”
and had “neither ambition [n]or self-respect.” Mainstream journals of
opinion viewed George as a dangerous radical, a view that was only
confirmed when the Populist Party platform of 1892 echoed his rhetoric
by proclaiming that “governmental injustice” had bred “two great classes
– paupers and millionaires.”14

The severe depression of the 1890s, however, led to a more serious
questioning of traditional views of homelessness. William Dean Howells,
a sensitive observer of American life in the late nineteenth century, set the
tone for a new approach to the “Tramp Problem” in his widely discussed
article, “Are We a Plutocracy?” which appeared in the North American
Review in 1895. By then, the depression that had begun in 1893 had
deepened, labor conflict had returned, and the nation had witnessed the
march on Washington by Coxey’s Army, demanding government aid for
the unemployed. In his 1894 novel, A Traveler from Altruria, Howells had
made the inequities of work and leisure among different classes a major
theme, but he had used thinly veiled satire to make his point. Now, he
forthrightly stated that the surge in homelessness signaled a coming crisis
in American civilization. America’s vast wealth, he stated, “is like witch’s
gold in its malign and mocking effects . . . The tramps walk the land like
the squalid spectres of the laborers who once tilled it.”15

Howells was no ordinary critic. Well known as a novelist and the editor
of Atlantic Monthly, a prestigious literary journal, his opinion carried with
it the authority of the Boston Brahmin intellectual class from which he had
sprung. During the next two decades, many writers would follow Howells’
lead and use the rise of mass homelessness as a foil to critique the
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inequalities and injustices of the new social order. This view went hand-
in-hand with the rise of Progressivism, a political reform movement that
found its strongest base of support in the middle class. Samuel M. Jones,
the reform mayor of Toledo, Ohio, stated in 1899 that if the nation
continued to permit “a system of industry and trade that makes million-
aires and billionaires on the one hand, we must have paupers and tramps
on the other.” In the years ahead, reformers as diverse as Robert Hunter
and Theodore Roosevelt would draw upon similar rhetoric to attack the
failings of the “idle rich.”16

The crisis of the 1890s led to a break with the tradition that dictated a
harshly moralistic condemnation of the homeless. In 1895, Outlook
magazine published a mildly sympathetic essay, “Tramps As Human
Beings.” The title was significant, because it was common at the time for
editorialists to speak of the homeless as subhuman or animalistic. Three
years later, when a writer in Forum reiterated the oft-expressed notion that
“the vast majority of beggars on the streets are idle, lazy vagabonds and
quasi-criminals,” the magazine published a sharp rejoinder in the next
issue. The tramp, said E. L. Bailey, is “harmless” and “bears the world no
ill-will.” He added, “Many hoboes are merely men out of work who were
forced to the road by circumstances which they could not control . . .
[N]either tramps nor hoboes are criminals.” The fact that the tramp “begs
for food without offering recompense,” he concluded, “does not argue
necessarily that he is lazy. It may indicate that he is suffering intensely
from hunger, or that the offer of his services has been so constantly met
with contempt or suspicion that he has not the courage to offer them
again . . .”17

Commentators like Howells and Bailey broadened the middle-class
reader’s understanding of homelessness, but their perspective remained
that of the outside observer, trying to assess the meaning of an experience
that he had not made his own. The first writer to provide a personal
account of what it meant to be “down and out” was Josiah Flynt, whose
articles on tramps appeared in several well-known journals in the 1890s
and were collected together in his popular book, Tramping With Tramps
(1899). He would later publish three other books dealing with this subject.
Flynt had himself tramped for eight months in 1889 and intermittently
thereafter, and this enabled him to provide readers with vivid descriptions
of the day-to-day existence of vagabonds. Flynt was ambiguous, even
contradictory at times in his discussion of tramps, and virtually every
image of the homeless man that had ever appeared or would appear can
be found in Tramping With Tramps. His narrative retained elements of the
traditional conservative view. Flynt often concluded discussions of
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interesting or attractive aspects of life on the road by tacking on a
moralistic disclaimer, and hypocritically (in light of his own activities)
urged the railroads to crack down on illegal train riding. The final pages
of the book are filled with contradictory messages. Flynt first speaks
nostalgically about the potential disappearance of the tramp as an
authentic part of the American experience, and then promises the reader
that the tramp would always exist to some extent and would always
deserve his contempt. The same glaring inconsistencies are evident in
Flynt’s novel, The Rise of Ruderick Clowd (1903), in which he extols the
outcast life of a tramp as exhilarating, only to end the story with the aging
protagonist settling down to a safe existence as a night watchman.
Nevertheless, despite glaring inconsistencies – or perhaps because of them
– Flynt’s writings promoted a more sympathetic image of the homeless
man. Unlike Jacob Riis, another author with a vivid, personal style of
writing, Flynt soundly rejected the notion that all tramps were drunkards,
potentially violent, or prone to criminal behavior (other than petty theft
on occasion), and he graphically described the dangers and hardships of
tramping. Tramping with Tramps attracted attention because the author’s
experiences were authentic. Flynt’s “insider” status allowed him to
provide a view of homelessness that was based on something other than
conjecture or paranoia. His narrative of life on the road helped to
humanize an aspect of American life that had too often been perceived in
abstract terms as a “problem.”18

Another author who broadened middle-class views of the homeless was
Walter Wyckoff, a Princeton University theology student who traveled
about the country in the late 1890s, working as an unskilled laborer, and
described his exploits in a two-volume memoir, The Workers: A Study in
Reality. “This account is strictly accurate to the details,” Wyckoff stated
on the opening page of the first volume. Except for the use of pseudo-
nyms, he claimed that “no element of fiction has intentionally been
allowed to intrude.” Perhaps so, but Wyckoff, like Flynt, was not able to
entirely break free from older preconceptions. He believe that “the
professionally idle” made up the majority of the homeless and in one
contradictory breath could speak of the existence of a “vagrant type . . .
draped in the mystery of inherited tendencies, and cloaked in the stern
facts of a hard environment.”19 The first part of this description reinforced
the notion, put forward by early eugenicists, that the predisposition to
pauperism was hereditary. The second half offered a quite different
judgment by suggesting that the homeless were victims of socio-economic
conditions, not unchanging biological laws. The reader was left to choose
whichever view accorded most with his own prejudices. The impact of
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Wyckoff’s memoir, however, did not come from the author’s casual
generalizations about the causes of homelessness but from his vivid
factual account of life among the unemployed. Wyckoff realistically
described vagabond life, the camaraderie of men on the road as well as the
hardships they faced. Regardless of their prejudices, few readers were
likely to come away from Wyckoff’s chronicle without feeling some
sympathy for the homeless.

To middle-class readers, one theme that must have struck a responsive
chord was the anxiety Wyckoff experienced in searching for employment.
The fact that Wyckoff was not a genuine member of the underclass of
homeless men may actually have enhanced the impact of his descriptions
of the terrors of being unemployed. After all, he was writing not as a
person who had always known the modest material standards and uncert-
ain employment that were often the lot of the working class, but as
someone who had taken a measure of status and financial security for
granted. The contrast between the lifestyle of the substantial citizen and
the penniless unemployed was all the more dramatic; the vicarious
experience of sliding into the vagrant class all the more frightening.
Wyckoff communicated to his readers what it was like “to look for work
and fail to find it; to renew the search under the spur of hunger and cold”
until one was willing to accept any job, “no matter how low in the scale
of work.” Something more than physical deprivation accompanied such
a fall. If Flynt had been somewhat exhilarated by taking on his new
persona, for Wyckoff the effect was one of alienation. A few days after he
began tramping, Wyckoff accidentally encountered a friend at a railroad
station; but in his new garb, he “passed unnoticed in the crowd.” Later,
while walking down a road with a gang of day laborers, he passed a group
of well-dressed young women in a carriage. He recognized one of them,
but “she did not see us, or rather saw through us, as through something
transparent . . .” Stephen Crane, while researching his own brilliant essay
on homelessness, “An Experiment in Misery,” had a similar experience.
To the middle class, to be homeless and unemployed was to be almost non-
existent. Wyckoff’s explanation was starkly existential: “[Y]ou are thrust
back upon yourself and held down remorselessly to the cold, naked fact
that you, who in all the universe are of supremest importance to yourself,
are yet of no importance to the universe.”20

There is evidence that, after 1900, some elements of the middle class
became more susceptible to unemployment and hence to slipping into
homelessness. Studies of destitute men staying at municipal lodging
houses in New York and Chicago found that between 7 and 10 per cent
were former clerical workers or salesmen, and there were even some
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lawyers and teachers. Skilled workers – many of whom undoubtedly
considered themselves middle class – made up between 15 and 20 per cent
of the homeless.21 Some middle-class Americans might have had good
reason to be sensitive to the fearful possibility of “falling from grace.” It
is not surprising, then, that this theme began to show up in literary works.
The most famous of these by far was Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie
(1900), which described the gradual, excruciating decline of George
Hurstwood, the affluent manager of an opulent restaurant, into penury,
beggary, and eventual suicide. More popular writers, such as Elizabeth
Stuart Phelps, also wrote about the slide of white-collar workers into
destitution, although in one of her stories, “Unemployed,” she allowed her
protagonist to escape a life of mendicancy through the fortuitous interven-
tion of a friend.22

The image of the tramp as victim was part of a larger shift in main-
stream attitudes toward poverty in general at the end of the nineteenth
century. As historian Robert Bremner noted, “it was increasingly apparent
that individuals suffered as often from the misdeeds and miscalculations
of others as from their own failings.”23 The writings of Howells, Wyckoff,
Dreiser and others raised doubts about the traditional view that con-
demned homelessness as the product of laziness or weakness of character.
Still, the image of the tramp and the experience of homelessness that these
writers presented remained largely negative. The tramp characters in
Howells’ novels are generally unsavory characters. For critics of the
economic system like Howells, the tramp functioned as a convenient
symbol of capitalist oppression, but he was not ennobled as a result.
Coincidentally at the turn of the century, however, another image of the
homeless man was emerging. Sometimes picturing the man on the road
as heroic, sometimes as humorous or picturesque, the new image often
resonated with positive connotations.

If invidious comparison of tramps and millionaires indicated doubts
about the fairness of the new economic order, the portrayal of the
vagabond as a heroic or picturesque figure revealed a latent hostility to the
nature of work itself under the new industrial/bureaucratic regime. The
origins of the heroic theme can be traced, ironically, to conservative critics
who were generally antagonistic to the homeless. John J. McCook, one of
the most prolific writers on tramps in the 1890s, compared the men on the
road to undomesticated animals in which “nature is triumphant.” How,
McCook mused in another article, was the vagabond able to retain his
good health? “This in spite of alcohol, in spite of licentiousness, in spite
of scant clothing . . . Can the explanation possibly be in this – that their
life, as compared with the average [person], is free from worry and
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responsibility?” Another writer even more hostile to the homeless than
McCook claimed that beggars, “inured to the open air,” were “much
healthier than the pent-up factory hand or shop-girl.” He added humor-
ously, “They have little care or anxiety, except the fun of dodging the
policeman.”24 To be sure, an element of rebelliousness was evident among
many younger tramps, who sometimes voluntarily left their jobs in
factories to go on the road in search of better work elsewhere; and while
traveling they shared the communal camaraderie of the hobo “jungles,”
where homeless men shared food and could find a place to sleep while
waiting for the next freight train. To present tramps as healthy, robust, and
carefree, however, was a considerable misrepresentation. This view of
tramping was far removed from the attempt at realism provided by Walter
Wyckoff. Instead, these writers projected middle-class anxieties about the
new social order onto the figure of the homeless man. It represented a
dream of what it would be like to escape from what one writer, in 1894,
called “the American disease” – excessive nervousness brought on by
technological innovations, the increased regimen of urban life, and the
incipient bureaucratic organization required of many of the new white-
collar jobs in corporations.25

As first-person narratives of tramping began to displace the authority
of the outside observer, the behavior that McCook saw as irresponsible
began to be lauded by others as a virtue. Josiah Flynt was among the first
to forthrightly praise aspects of life on the road. Throughout Tramping
With Tramps, he expressed admiration for the courage and endurance of
men on the road. A man riding the freights “encounters numerous dangers
and hardships, and it is months before he knows how to meet them
heroically.” To be successful, Flynt said, the tramp had to practice for these
activities, “just as a pugilist trains for a fight, and it is only when he is a
real artist that he can enjoy it.” What for Flynt was only part of the story
for Jack London was virtually the whole point. In The Road (1907),
London effectively integrated the figure of the tramp into the primitivist
genre, a literary form that London had helped develop with novels like The
Call of the Wild. In one chapter, “Holding Her Down,” London provides
an exciting description of his successful effort to evade capture by a
determined train crew, using superior knowledge and endurance to outwit
his opponents. It is a fast-paced tale of tramp against train, of a man who
adapts modern technology to his own uses against the paid agents of one
of the nation’s largest enterprises. In London’s exciting narrative, the
courageous individual faces down the soulless corporation.26

The Road contains some useful insights into the lifestyle of tramps, but
they are often expressed in exaggerated form. At times the trials and
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tribulations of life in the boxcars and hobo jungles acquire an almost
mythic aura. The book’s success demonstrated that, to a growing number
of readers, the more mundane aspects of tramping were no longer very
interesting. The Road appealed strongly to those who feared that, with the
passing of the frontier and the growth of a more sedentary lifestyle,
American civilization was drifting into soft middle age. There is a repeated
emphasis in the book on youthfulness, with all the rugged strength that
London associated with that term. London spoke of the “youth, delight in
life, zest for experience” that led him to become a tramp and claimed that
“barring accidents, a good hobo, with youth and agility, can hold a train
down despite all the effects of a train crew to ‘ditch’ him.” In The People
of the Abyss (1903), he had argued that savagery was preferable to the
degraded conditions under which some workers toiled in the industrial
world. “Far better,” said London, “to be a people of the wilderness and
desert, of the cave and the squatting place, than to be a people of the
machine and the Abyss.”27 Some critics complained that The Road
“glorified the morally disintegrating influence of tramp life” and was “far
from the best kind of reading for American youth.” Others reviewers,
however, found the book attractive for that very reason – its lack of
sympathy for the placid, bourgeois life: “The reading world is richer
because the author had both wander-lust and the power of making his
experiences live again before staid people who have nothing but vaguely
remembered cravings for ‘the road.’” London’s book was useful precisely
because it did not purport to be scientific. The author had created a “hobo
epic . . . because it is the result of a phase of his own nature rather than the
record of carefully compiled sociological notes.”28

The New York Times reviewer argued that a “genuine realist” would
never confuse London’s heroic vagabond with “the shifty-eyed, lazy, dirty
tramp of common experience.” London astutely recognized that the more
Americans became ensnared in the disciplines and order of technological
society, the more they needed to believe that there still were individuals
who embodied the nineteenth-century ideal of freedom in its most primi-
tive form. Lennox Kerr, an Englishman who tramped in the United States
in the 1920s, recalled how he had often heard “decent men with banking
accounts and desks, say enviously, ‘Gee, Kerr, I wish I could knock around
as you do.’” Another observer added: “Everybody now and then has a desire
to forsake his job, ‘chuck the whole works,’ and either see the country or
change his surroundings.” Some individuals did follow such impulses and
take to the road for varying periods of time. Most of London’s readers,
however, did not become vagabonds, and undoubtedly they were thankful
if economic conditions did not force them to try the experiment.29
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Most of the approximately two dozen memoirs of tramping published
prior to 1935 were more realistic than London’s “hobo epic” and did not
try to present the tramp as a heroic figure. Elements of London’s narrative,
however, did become an established part of the genre. It became de
rigueur, for example, to include vignettes of tramp endurance or hardship
and to contrast this mode of life with what one writer called “the soft
security and comfort of a dull-spaced city existence.” Such views also
found expression in the intense interest the press accorded individuals who
traveled long distances on foot. Between 1906 and 1913, the New York
Times published about thirty articles about the expeditions of one Edward
Payson Weston, dubbed “The Leather Man” because of his ability to hike
for miles without resting.30

The Road helped shape a new image of the homeless man, but ultim-
ately it was less influential than the view of the tramp as a picturesque or
humorous figure. If London’s “hobo epic” appealed to those who feared
an urbanizing America was undermining the nation’s frontier virtues, the
image of the vagabond as a quaint “character” was attractive to those
disturbed by the homogenizing sameness that modernization seemed to
entail in a democratic society – what Henry James called “that property
of the America air that reduces so many aspects to a common denom-
inator.”31 Both images were spawned by a nebulous anxiety about the
effects of industrialism and technology. There was a major difference
between the two, however. Although his actions were purely individual-
istic in nature, London’s heroic tramp nevertheless exemplified a spirit of
rebellion that echoed earlier stereotypes about men on the road. The
picturesque vagabond, on the other hand, seemed to drift about aimlessly.
Far from being rebellious, he seemed not very troubled by his lot in life.
His inherent laziness was more a source of humor than a threat to
dominant values.

The first significant author to develop aspects of this new image of the
homeless was William Dean Howells. The novelist’s writings often
contained scenes involving tramps and beggars. Unlike many writers,
however, Howells did not conflate these two types but instead assigned
them quite different symbolic meanings. Howells always used tramps to
illustrate injustice, and his depiction of them was invariably unflattering,
as for example in his novel The Minister’s Charge, where he describes a
group of tramps, “clad in their filthy rags,” as “a hideous gang.” Howells’
urban beggars, on the other hand, were quaint, even likable figures which
the novelist often used as a foil to criticize the mobile, aggressive,
increasingly technologized nature of American society. Howell’s travel
writings about Italy, where he served in a diplomatic post as a young man
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during the American Civil War, provided an opportunity to contrast the
American tramp with his Italian counterpart. Italian beggars, in their
“picturesque and desultory costume” may have been an annoyance, but
they were harmless. It was true, Howells stated, that the lasagnone was an
idler. Unlike the “loafers of [the] northern race,” however, he had no
“admixture of ruffianism . . . He may be quite worthless, and even
impertinent, but he cannot be a rowdy,” as was too often the case with the
homeless of “our fast, high-fed, thick-blooded civilization.” Howells
described the alleyways of Toledo as filled with “idlers of every age and
sex,” yet there was “nothing so full of local color, unless it be the little up-
and-down-hill streets of Genoa.” Subsequently, when he turned his
attention to social conditions in his native land, Howells livened up his
narrative about “dull” America by introducing a lengthy discussion of the
charming Italian beggars and organ grinders whom he encountered during
his walks through Charlesbridge. “The truth is,” Howells explained, “we
Northern and New World folk cannot help but cast a little romance about
whoever comes to us from Italy, whether we have actually known the
beauty and charm of that land or not.” In a curious way, these beggars
seemed representative of a European civilization that had learned to value
leisure, use it creatively, and resist “the ruthless hand of Progress” that
dominated American life.32

The ambiguity about the homeless population inherent in these state-
ments, written between 1866 and 1872, seemed out of place in the crisis-
ridden 1870s and 1880s, when a harshly negative image of the railroad-
riding tramp emerged and became dominant in middle-class literature. By
the turn of the century, however, a growing awareness of the stressful
nature of life and work in the new industrial system created a basis for a
different attitude toward the “professional idler.” In 1911 one writer was
bold enough to question the work ethic directly, claiming that “it takes no
great penetration to discover that all useless toil is a social crime, and that
in economic leisure we have the possibilities of all that makes a nation
happy and prosperous and great.” “The American soul,” he concluded, “is
amazingly meagre. We have been frightfully industrious.” At a time when
steel workers still labored twelve hours a day, such views were designed
strictly for the middle and upper classes, who were now more involved in
consumer culture and looking for ways to increase their leisure time.
Ambivalence about work and idleness was increasingly evident in articles
and leading magazines, which argued that laziness could be both “positive
and negative.” Calvin Coolidge’s statement that “the business of America
is business” notwithstanding, by the 1920s even such staid middle-class
journals as The Saturday Evening Post and Harpers were admonishing
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readers about “tapering off on work” and “our need for wasting more
time.”33

Articles in newspapers and magazines designed for a middle-class
audience now stressed the endearing or idiosyncratic traits, which
allegedly set the homeless apart from the rest of the population. Some of
these characteristics were exaggerations; others were close to being
complete fabrications. Stories about the crowning of a “hobo king,” for
example, became popular in the press, even though these incongruous
“coronations” were little more than stunts initiated by publicity seekers or,
as in the case of the famous Britt, Iowa, “hobo convention,” by local
businessmen trying to promote their town.34 Tramps’ alleged use of
markings on trees, fences or buildings, in a secret code, which only they
understood, also fascinated readers. The best evidence, however, indicates
that the use of coded signs was, at most, quite limited and that the variety
of such marks was certainly not as elaborate as many people believed.35

Another aspect of tramp life that became exaggerated was the jargon that
the homeless used when talking among themselves. To be sure, tramps did
use slang terms when discussing some aspects of life on the road (deroga-
tory terms for authority figures were especially popular), and they
commonly referred to cities by nicknames. Tramp memoirists who
overemphasized the “rich vein of hobo vernacular . . . in the picturesque
drollery of the original,” however, were caricaturing this aspect of life on
the road. Writers like Floyd Dell and Harry Kemp, who became known
as the “tramp poet” despite his very limited real life experience on the
road, self-consciously identified tramp life with an artistic or bohemian
sensibility that, they believed, was too often missing from the lives of
ordinary Americans.36

While there were many variations on the theme of the picturesque
tramp, most of them to some extent presented the homeless man as an
object of humor. The down-and-out “bum,” impoverished but content, as
there to entertain, to amuse, to be the butt of someone else’s joke. The
quaint vagabond had no goals of his own. He served as a charming
antidote to the perceived monotony of American life, an entertaining
reminder that the work ethic had its limitations. This image simultaneously
encouraged the audience to entertain the nostalgic fantasy of escape from
the workaday world of modern America while reinforcing a mild sense of
superiority in the reader. The carefree hobo might be enjoying himself, but
who would want to trade places with him? It was an image that was easily
adapted to cartoons, including the popular newspaper comics “Happy
Hooligan” and “Weary Willy,” and to the vaudeville stage, where per-
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formers like Lew Bloom and Nat Wills became famous as “tramp comics”
in the early twentieth century.37

By the 1920s, the figure of the nostalgic or romanticized tramp had
largely replaced the traditional negative stereotype. Some authors, while
discussing “the gentle art of tramping,” even explicitly repudiated the
older view.38 But the innocuous caricature they presented was in its own
way as false as the earlier image of the vicious, criminal vagabond. The
fact that both images were exclusively that of white men sidestepped the
fact that perhaps 20 to 25 per cent of homeless Americans were African
Americans or women. The nostalgic view, however, also emptied the
image of the tramp of any element of class conflict or inequality. Most
importantly, by excluding most negative aspects of homelessness, the
picturesque image provided a rationalization for neglecting the real
problems of the homeless. In a way, this had almost always been the case.
Whether the homeless were portrayed as dependent or defiant, as immoral
or victimized, there was a striking continuity in the inability of writers to
acknowledge their basic humanity as ordinary human beings facing
extraordinary problems. To be sure, anthropological studies like Alice W.
Solenberger’s One Thousand Homeless Men (1911) and Nels Anderson’s
The Hobo (1923) were available and conceivably could have provided the
middle class with a more realistic understanding of the nature and causes
of homelessness.39 Outside of a fairly select academic audience, however,
few people were reading them, and it was relatively rare for mainstream
magazines or newspapers to publish articles that reflected their broadly
humanistic approach. Regrettably, the most popular examples of writings
about the homeless all too often functioned to divert attention from
structural socio-economic issues that were the prime causes of much real-
life homelessness.
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11
Protesting against “America” as the
Icon of Modernity: The Reception of
Muckraking in Germany

Jörg Requate*

In Europe, talking about the future of the media, almost automatically
entails talking about Americanization. Not only is this true for today – it
was true in the late nineteenth century. Usually, however, this Ameri-
canization discourse is little concerned with the actual similarities and
differences in the media and the various types of journalism in either
continent. In the media discourse, Americanization has rather been a
synonym for “commercialization” on the one hand, and certain ideas
about “modernity”, especially regarding methods of research and of
getting news, on the other.1 The ambivalence of fascination and rejection
already known to be prominent in other aspects of the image of America
can thus also be found in the press.2 It was clearly in the press discourse
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that the rejection of an
“American state of affairs” and a defense against it predominated, for
ideas about the “American state of affairs” were inseparably linked with
the term “commercialization”. It was not only in the first half of the
twentieth century that the entire German literature on newspapers was
united in its rejection of this commercialization. At least in the German
Empire, this often also had an anti-Semitic component, as it was seen in
the context of a supposed supremacy of the Jewish press.3

This verdict of commercialization was acknowledged in Habermas’
influential book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere
(Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit).4 In short, one of his central arguments
was that the commercialization of the press contributed substantially to the
gradual falling apart of the bourgeois public. As a result, the press changed
its character from a platform usually open for debate to a potential
instrument of power of manipulative interests. Admittedly, Habermas did
not use the term “Americanization”. His main argument about the press,

*Translated by Veronika Huesmann
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however, draws on exactly the kind of literature liking to contrast a press
based on political principles (Gesinnungspresse) with one based on
business interests (Geschäftspresse) in order to play off political principles
against business interests.

There can hardly be any doubt, however, that the bourgeois public has
not fallen apart. The opposite is true: the development of new structures
of the public was closely connected with this and other social and political
processes aiming at the “masses”. There is much to say for the argument
that the emerging mass journalism of the nineteenth century laid the
foundation for a development of the media, the main features of which
have basically remained the same until today. As a result of decreasing
restrictions on the press, there have been attempts to take political
influence both through and on the media. Moreover, the many parameters
constituting economic structure and its resulting influences as well as the
role definitions and dynamics of the media and the journalists alike have
formed the cornerstones of the media’s room to maneuver ever since.5

Since the end of the nineteenth century at the latest, the development of
both the American press and the American media has played a leading role
for all developments in this area. It cannot be contested that the American
press could only produce such an enormous dynamism during the
nineteenth century because more and more clever publishers wanted to
profit from the expanding market for newspapers. As much as this was
obviously linked to an increase in tabloid journalism and rather brutal
journalistic methods, the entire development cannot be reduced to this.6

Admittedly, the American press needed time to develop what have since
become known as “American” journalistic methods in the course of the
nineteenth century. However, in order to explain the differences between
America and Germany both in their journalistic methods and in their
journalistic code of ethics (journalistisches Selbstverständnis), in short, to
explain the rejection of “American” journalism in Germany, it is necessary
to go further back in time. This is why this essay will first go into the
development of the American press and its specific features. The focus
will be on the emergence of certain journalistic methods and the code of
ethics lying behind. After sketching the development of the German press
from the same point of view, the conclusion will point out the reasons for
the differences between the two countries.
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From Revolutionaries to Muckrakers: Changes in the
Journalistic Code of Ethics of American Journalists in

the Nineteenth Century

Whoever thought of himself as a political journalist at the time of the
American or French Revolutions, and whoever took up his pen as such,
did not do so conscious of a “journalistic independence” so crucial to the
ethos of every journalist today, but he was partisan. With some exceptions,
the political and publishing protagonists in the period of rapid change in
the United States of America and in France at the end of the eighteenth
century were identical.7 This is not only true for the period when American
society organized itself against its colonial ruler, but also for the following
very quick formation of the political parties.8 In the period when the
political elite, which had still been in general agreement during the
Revolution, began to split up over questions concerning the inner
formation of American society, the newspapers started acting as mouth-
pieces of the different opinions that were to lay the foundation of the
emerging parties.

Of course, there were also newspapers claiming not to be leaning towards
any party. This declaration of impartiality, however, did not mean anything
but that the newspapers were made “with scissors and glue”, as the
Germans would later say. Thus political journalism as such did not exist
in these newspapers. Whoever made a political newspaper at the time took
sides and did not claim to be impartial. “Professions of impartiality I shall
make none”, the editor of The Porcupine’s Gazette William Cobbett wrote
in his newspaper in March 1797 and continued to say that he would not
like to belong to those “who look on the conflict with perfect indifference,
and whose only anxiety is the strongest side.” An editor not able to arrive
at an opinion of his own he called “a poor passive fool and not an editor.”9

Whoever wanted to be taken seriously either as a journalist or as an
editor of a newspaper could not afford impartiality. Generally speaking,
as the political debate was dominated and structured by the two opposing
parties, the Federalists and the Republicans, this usually meant a decision
about which of the two parties to support. Accordingly, within a relatively
short period of time, the majority of the newspapers took the side of one
of the two parties. What had begun as a politicization of the debate and
had brought life into the media, however, gradually petrified during the
first decades of the nineteenth century. In 1825, an American journalist
stated: “The press is now so conditioned in the United States that nearly
every publisher is compelled to take a side in personal electioneering.”10
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In times of low circulation numbers, the publishers regarded the close
connection of their papers with political parties as the most secure support
for the survival of their papers. Not only did the parties provide them with
information, in times of difficulty, they could also hope for financial
support. In his groundbreaking work on American journalism, Frank L.
Mott called the years between 1801 and 1833 “The dark ages of Partisan
Journalism”.11 This judgment resulted mainly from the petrifaction of the
press and the resulting tone in the newspapers. Once the bipolar party
system had established itself, the newspapers lost their party-building
function and were reduced to mere mouthpieces of the parties. It is telling
of those times that the arguments between the two parties were more often
than not accompanied by sharp polemics, personal smear campaigns, and
so forth. The success of the Penny-Press emerging in the 1830s can only
be understood against this background of the immobility of a press shaped
by stereotypical partisanship and tiring polemics.

When James Gordon Bennett founded the New York Herald in 1835, he
was neither the first nor the only one trying to make and, even more
importantly, sell newspapers with a totally different concept. He was,
however, the most successful. Indeed, the importance of the Herald can
hardly be exaggerated. It is probably not wrong to argue that the paper
founded by James Gordon Bennett basically gave birth to the features that
have ever since been essential for the modern (mass) press in very
different ways depending on the newspaper. This is true for Bennett’s
Herald to a far greater extent than for any other comparable English or
French newspaper that may have appeared in the 1830s. Two aspects are
most important in this respect: firstly, the paper’s shift of focus on the
spreading of news and the fact that the news was researched and not only
unquestioningly copied by the journalists. It is precisely the example of
the further development of the American press that makes clear how
closely detailed and well-founded research was connected with demands
of reform on the one hand and tabloid journalism on the other. Bennett’s
Herald drove on the development in both directions. In any case, for
decades the Herald was regarded as the newspaper with the most and the
most reliable information. Secondly, the claim of party-political imparti-
ality. Bennett wrote in a special edition of the Herald on 6 May 1835:12

“We shall support no party – be the organ of no faction or coterie, and care
nothing for any election or any candidate from President down to a
constable”. Admittedly, the claim of party political impartiality did not
mean that it was really present. It was of fundamental importance for the
development of the press, however, that the newspapers began to attempt
being something other than the mouthpiece of political parties or groups.
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Despite the milestone that the foundation of the Herald was without a
doubt, the American press did not immediately go in the direction of a total
predominance of the kind of journalism based on news and reports, the
kind of journalism Europeans would later call “Americanism”. Of course,
in America there were also still a great number of newspapers closely
linked to the parties. After the foundation of the Republican Party in the
mid-1850s, however, the party system as we know it today gradually
emerged. With the end of the Civil War on the one hand, and the confronta-
tion between Republicans and Democrats that has been continuing ever
since on the other hand, it organized society in such a way as to provide
– with almost no changes up until today – a political framework for all
following arguments and debates. The press, which had been an integral
part of all arguments about the state and being (Verfasstheit) of society
before, could now stop its direct involvement in party political disputes,
and instead focus on increasingly developing its inner dynamism.

This inner dynamism became noticeable predominantly on the papers’
news pages. Even though it was certainly the commercial aspects that
mattered most to the publishers, it was in this context that American
journalists developed the tradition of investigative journalism. The report
in its various forms became a synonym for American journalism as such.
Both publishers and journalists soon realized that reports based on well-
researched facts had a much greater and, even more importantly, a much
more direct effect than editorials. As early as 1866, an observer wrote:

The prestige of the editorial is gone . . . There are journalists who think the time
is at hand for the abolition of editorials, and the concentration of the whole force
of journalism upon presenting to the public the history and picture of the day.
The time for this has not come, and may never come; but our journalists already
know that editorials neither make nor mar a daily paper, that they do not much
influence the public mind, nor change many votes, and that the power and
success of a newspaper depend wholly and absolutely upon its success in
getting, and its skill in exhibiting the news . . . The news is the point of rivalry;
it is that which constitutes the power and value of the daily press; it is that which
determines the rank of every newspaper in every free country.13

Admittedly, especially with regards to the 1860s, this statement is
exaggerated and did not remain unchallenged. On the whole, however, the
observation was accurate.14 It is particularly remarkable that not only a
paper’s success but also its power was regarded as dependent on the
paper’s ability to research and to present news. The American Civil War
had increased the significance of fast and reliable information, but it was
only in the following years that a number of American journalists could
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prove in a very impressive way that a report’s potential could not be
reduced to merely getting the most spectacular news possible.15 Thus, one
of the best known police reporters of the time, Jacob A. Riis, also used
“murder, fire and sudden death” as raw material for his features. He did
not stop there, however, but used his material to emphasize the social
background of a crime or events other than the sensational story.16 Riis
was born in Denmark in 1849. Since 1877, he worked as a police reporter
in New York for various newspapers and magazines, amongst them the
Tribune, the World and the Sun. Like some of his colleagues, Riis had
something resembling an office straight opposite the police headquarters
on Mulberry Street, which ran through the city as a kind of social dividing
line. On its other side, the slums of the Lower East Side began. In his
reports, Riis digested the insights he gained during his research into
housing, living and working conditions of the inhabitants of the slums.
These experiences finally turned him into an enthusiastic social reformer.
“How the other half lives: Studies among the tenements”, was the title of
an article published in Scribner’s Magazine. It caused such uproar mainly
because Riis was the first to add photographs to his report thus founding
social documentary photography. That this kind of journalism also paid
economically for the publishers can be concluded from the fact that
Scribner offered Riis to print an extended version of the article as a book,
which was published in 1890.17

As a special form of report, the role report was developed in the 1890s.
Either in disguise, using faked documents or under false pretences, so-
called “stunt reporters” gained entry to public institutions to report, from
an insider’s perspective, about the dealings of this institution and to
uncover its abuses. The most famous of these investigative journalists was
Elizabeth Cochrane, born in 1867, who started working as a journalist in
Pittsburgh in 1885. She became known very quickly under the pseudonym
Nellie Bly.18 Only two years later she went to the New York World,
founded by Joseph Pulitzer. Pulitzer’s name is closely linked to the so-
called “new journalism”, which is characterized not least by the role
report. Pulitzer and his star reporter Elizabeth Cochrane are another
example of how intimately bound up sensational journalism and well-
researched features were with a social reform approach while trying to
achieve as high a circulation as possible. Elizabeth Cochrane alias Nellie
Bly’s outwardly most spectacular “stunts” were her travels around the
world in Jules Verne’s style, for which she needed eight days less than her
literary model. What was important here was to keep the reader’s attention
on the event the newspaper had staged itself for the entire length of her
journey. In this, as in other stunt reports, the newspaper makers were
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certainly most interested in the spectacular and the commercial success it
brought, but at the same time they created a genre, which is remarkable
from a sociological and a social reform point of view. Pretending to be
mentally deranged, for instance, Elizabeth Cochrane let herself be checked
into the infamous madhouse on Blackwell’s Island. Another example of
her many stunts was her provoking her own arrest in order to write about
the state of women’s prisons. Her great success meant that she soon found
many imitators, and within a short period of time this kind of report
became most fashionable. With the readers’ interest decreasing, however,
it also disappeared again. Soon after, a new variation of the investigative
report developed: so-called “muckraking”.

The “classical era of muckraking” was between 1902 and 1912/17, and
it was both, the most successful form of report journalism and the one with
the most consequences. It had a decisive influence not only on the
understanding of the press but also of democracy.19 The impact of
muckraking was mainly so great, because the kind of report thus labeled
was not published in the daily papers but in the new “ten cent magazines”
such as McClure’s, Everybody’s, Collier’s, and Cosmopolitan to name but
the most important. Thus, they were not limited to a specific region but
were read nationwide. The methods of the muckrakers essentially
remained those of other investigative journalists. In contrast to their
colleagues in the daily papers, however, they had more time and space for
their report. This not only created the possibility for much more profound
research but also for a more detailed presentation, which could go much
further into the social complexities of a topic. Both, the most influential
and most work-intensive report of this kind was probably Ida M. Tarbell’s
article on the history of the Standard Oil Company, into which she put four
years of research. Her expenditure of roughly 50,000 dollars was paid by
the publisher McClure, in whose magazine the story was published as a
series in 1903 and 1904.20 The example of the Standard Oil Company was
meant to make public the corrupt economic practices of large industrial
trusts. “The reports mainly aim to uncover what Flynt [Josiah Flynt
Willard, one of the most influential muckrakers; J.R.] using a term from
underworld slang called “graft” . . . Graft signals a back-stage point of
view, it promises insider knowledge and thus forms a metaphor for the
detective character of journalistic work, which – independent of its goal
and purpose – gains news value from its investigative nature.”21

Even though the impact of the muckrakers is difficult to assess in
individual cases, there can be no doubt that their articles contributed
essentially to a climate that underlined American society’s need for
reform. Directly or indirectly they thus initiated reforms. It is important
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in this context, however, that these “Crusaders for American Liberalism”
(Filler) originated from the dynamism of American journalism that had
begun with the emergence of the Penny Press in the 1830s. The magazines
did not serve as a platform for social reformers; rather it was the journalists
who, motivated by their research, gave impetus to social reforms. As Rolf
Lindner has shown recently, the way a report is researched can be
understood as an early form of the sociology of great cities. In the person
of Robert Ezra Parks, one of the most important muckrakers, who had
been a police reporter on Mulberry Street together with Jacob A. Riis and
Lincoln Stefens, and who later became the head of the Chicago School of
Sociology, there even exists a direct personal connection between the
report and scientific sociology.

In its excessive form, muckraking, too, was a kind of fashion that
disappeared with the decreasing interest of the readers. To a certain extent,
muckraking thus fell victim to the same dynamism that had brought it
about. Even though some of the magazines, to which the wave of muck-
raking had brought quick success, went bankrupt between 1910 and 1915,
it was in the muckraking era at the latest that the press had established
itself as a publicly feared and respected control institution. Investigative
journalism thus also became a purpose in itself. On the one hand it made
the control function of the press independent of the political attitudes of
the journalists, at least to a certain extent. On the other hand it meant that
the boundaries between investigative and sensational journalism became
increasingly blurred. At the latest since the last third of the nineteenth
century, both tendencies can be clearly recognized in the strongly news-
oriented American journalism. In the end, they are two sides of the same
coin.

Standing by One’s Principles as a Question of
Professional Honor: The Journalistic Code of Ethics in

Germany

Whereas in the United States of America as well as in France and England,
the development of the commercial mass press took place in two waves
– the first one in the 1830s, the second between the 1860s and the 1880s
– in Germany the breakthrough was achieved in one go in the last third
of the nineteenth century. Besides the relative “delay”, there are three
points in particular, which have to be emphasized in comparison to the
Western pioneering countries, as they shaped the press and thus the
structure of the public in Germany decisively.
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Firstly, the long tradition of censorship and press control had a signifi-
cant impact on German journalism and the structure of public communica-
tion in general long after the end of the nineteenth century. Journalistic
practices of the American kind would have been totally unthinkable in
Germany at the turn of the century. Not the least important reason for their
failure would have been a jurisdiction that denied the right of the daily
press “to publicly reprimand supposed abuses, and to make public every
occurrence, even if it injures the honor of others.”22 As not only persons
but also institutions were allowed to feel insulted in a legal sense, every
form of criticism of “supposed abuses” could lead to a charge of libel or
slander. In such a case, the reporter either had to prove in court that his
claims were correct – this was usually impossible to do, as the informants,
who had provided the journalist with the insider information, were hardly
willing to give up their anonymity to give evidence in court – or, alterna-
tively, the journalist had to prove that the matter he had criticized touched
upon his own interests. Only then his “reprimanding judgements” could
be interpreted as a “taking up of justified interests”, thus offering an escape
from a sentence for libel or slander. Until far into the twentieth century,
German law thus prevented journalists from standing up as defenders of
public interests.23

A second central point important for the development of both the
German press and the German public is closely connected with the
tradition of press control. A highly restrictive information policy existed
in many ways. The Journalist Max Reiner, who was born in Vienna and
worked in Berlin since 1906, described in his autobiography how unthink-
able it was in the Ministries to receive a journalist. Only the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs passed on “information” to two or three selected journal-
ists. Reiner writes that in all other ministries “the appearance of a journalist
created almost a panic.” After all, the worst that could happen to a higher
ranked German civil servant was “to be suspected to have said something
to a journalist.”24 As a result, interviewing politicians or other public
persons, became common only very late and quite hesitantly; rather
almost all areas of society “blocked” the press. The work of a reporter,
which, in England and the United States, had long formed the basis of all
journalistic activities, was regarded as undignified snooping around in
Germany. Certainly, this did not contribute to the emergence of a self-
confident and powerful press. This is why there are only so few examples
of a well-researched piece of journalism following the American model.

Admittedly, the emergence of the social report could be used to prove
this argument wrong. Leaving aside the fact that this genre was much more
prominent in Austria, it is when analysing this kind of report that differ-
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ences can clearly be pointed out despite some similarities that without a
doubt existed. Paul Göhre’s attention-catching social report “A factory
worker and an apprentice in the crafts for three months” (“Drei Monate
Fabrikarbeiter und Handwerksbursche”) could indeed at first sight be
counted as a role report imitating the American model.25 A closer look,
however, reveals that precisely this example shows typical features of
German journalism. Göhre was a Protestant clergyman and at the same
time a journalist working for the Christliche Welt (Christian World). The
report, for which Göhre worked as a factory worker for three months, was
first published in this paper, but in contrast to comparable American
reports, it was not created by the dynamism of the press. It was Göhre’s
personal social and political involvement inspiring him with this idea,
which at the time was unique. Probably unlike an American journalist, he
also sought the factory owner’s permission for his plan. Even though
Göhre wrote a couple of other reports, he could not set further journalistic
hallmarks. Instead, the experiences he had gained in the factory gave rise
to his support for the social democrats.

Friedrich Kürbisch, who collected a number of reports in German and
published them again, stresses the implicit difference of the development
of the American press, stating that it was not the hunger of the press for
new stories that was responsible for the development of the genre but the
desire for enlightenment.26 Kürbisch aimed to underline that idealism and
not the wish for easy money was the driving force behind the articles. He
thus stands in the long tradition of a criticism of journalism that empha-
sizes standing by one’s principles as a central value. It is indeed remark-
able that at the turn of the century in the cases of both German and
Austrian authors of social reports their journalistic work was often closely
linked to a party-political involvement in the Social Democratic Party.
This is not at least true for the Austrian journalists Victor Adler and Max
Winter, called “k. and k. Muckrakers” by the press historian and scientist
of communication Hannes Haas.27 This is not to belittle the value of these
reports. It could be argued that it was decisive that such reports were
written at all, and that the motivation to write them was of secondary
importance. However, one cannot neglect that the majority of the social
reports were either published in the social democratic press or in maga-
zines with a relatively modest circulation. Even though the content and the
style of the reports thus showed clear similarities with their American
counterparts, the addressees and thus the importance of the reports in the
sphere of public communication differed. The German-speaking social
reporters mainly aimed at their own, social democratic environment and
wanted to strengthen the social democratic consciousness. In the public,
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these reports thus were a part of a communication dominated by the
parties. They were not part of a journalism stressing its independence and
claiming its own importance vis-à-vis the political parties. It is thus no
accident that the German reporter, Egon Erwin Kisch, translated his
journalistic experiences into an involvement in party politics, without,
however, ever losing his instincts as a reporter. It appears that in Germany,
journalists, too, regarded the parties as having the decisive potential to
criticize and influence society. Until far into the Weimar Republic, direct
or “independent” support for a party seemed much more obvious to
German journalists than the strengthening of the press itself as a self-
reliant institution or a “fourth power”.

This leads directly to the third point, namely the strength and longevity
of the German party or party-partisan press (Partei- oder Parteirichtungs-
presse),28 which was in turn bound up with both, the long and intensive
press control and the restrictive passing on of information. After the grip
on the press was slightly loosened in the “New Era” at the end of the 1850s
and journalists were given the opportunity to express their political
principles (politische Gesinnung) more freely, for many there was no
doubt but to support the emerging Liberal Party. Instead of hiding behind
a pretended “impartiality”, as journalists had long done in order to survive,
journalists now defined the decided declaration of their political principles
as a question of professional honor (Standesehre). Against this back-
ground, impartiality could not serve as a value upon which to build a
journalistic code of ethics. On the contrary: since the end of the 1850s, a
great part of the journalists expressed their political principles mainly by
declaring their support for one of the emerging parties. Journalists
regarded openly siding with a party as standing by their principles
(Gesinnungsfestigkeit). This became a kind of ethos of the profession. In
1872, a journalist wrote in a letter to one of his colleagues that “in a circle
of decent journalists” in Paris, he had recently made the claim “that there
was no capital in the world where so many members of the political press
stood by their principles” as Berlin.29 Thirty years later, the editor of the
journalists’ magazine Die Redaktion asked the question: “Is the journalist
a mercenary, who does not care about the flag he fights under?” He
answered it at once: “No, his political convictions are an inseparable part
of himself, the loyalty towards his convictions is his honour.”30 Facing the
rise of the commercial mass press, the former journalist Albert Schäffle
wrote that the impact of “capital” on the press must be pushed back, in
order to make journalism again “a matter of parties and societies and of
scientific, political and religious propaganda.”31 The Publishers’ Society
founded in 1894 as a defense against the new successful “business press”
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(Geschäftspresse), in 1901 used their magazine to declare their incapa-
bility to see an advantage in impartiality: “A newspaper dedicated to
entertainment and instruction, obviously does not need to declare its
support for one party. A daily newspaper, however, which must devote
considerable space to political issues, cannot be independent of a party
without being unprincipled (‘gesinnungslos’)”32

All those, who fought so devotedly for standing by one’s principles at
the end of the nineteenth century shared a concept of an enemy: the
supposed Americanization of the German press, the rise of the commercial
mass press, the so-called Generalanzeiger. As in Germany in the 1870s,
conditions arose favoring the emergence of newspapers addressing more
than the rather limited circle of bourgeois dignitaries. These newspapers
underlined their claim of impartiality: “Amongst the papers published
daily in Leipzig, there is none that can rejoice in a significant circulation
and none that, based on this circulation, could serve the interests of both
the readers and the advertisers in their full extent”, the Generalanzeiger
für Leipzig und Umgebung (“Generalanzeiger for Leipzig and Surround-
ings”) wrote in its program in its first issue of 7 October 1886:

There is a lack of an evening paper, which is distributed evenly in all strata of
the populations and which is read by everybody . . . Our newspaper can thus
be found in almost every family in Leipzig and its surroundings. It is read by
members working in all kinds of jobs and belonging to all classes of society. It
is a platform of all. Showing consideration to this, the Generalanzeiger will
always aim at the greatest possible objectivity and impartiality. Especially with
regards to politics, the point of view of this paper will be strictly neutral and
independent of any influence of party doctrines.”

This claim of impartiality does not enable us to draw any conclusions
as to the actual work practices. Looking at precisely these practices,
however, two things become noticeable. Firstly, the attempts of many a
Generalanzeiger to translate their program into reality can clearly be seen
in the first period after their foundation. This concerns their claim of
impartiality as well as their eagerness to acquire their information
themselves. Even though this still cannot be compared to the practices of
the English, and especially of the American press, it is unmistakable that
the Generalanzeiger pursued a new direction. Secondly, it is noticeable
that the Generalanzeiger gradually gave up its claim of impartiality. Under
massive attack because of its supposed lack of principles (Gesinnungs-
losigkeit), it increasingly declared its leaning towards certain parties rather
than self-confidently strengthening its impartiality as Anglo-American
papers had done. In this context, it is interesting that, in some ways, it was
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the journalists and not the publishers who had their way. Contrary to the
widespread opinion that the publishers of the Generalanzeiger kept their
journalists under the yoke of a political colorlessness, in many cases, it
were indeed the journalists who, if the circulation was right, steered their
papers back into party politics.33 When new commercial papers were
founded, the massive criticism by journalists, other press critics and not
least by the publishers of the traditional newspapers trying to defend
themselves against the new competitors, quickly stopped such direct
claims of impartiality as the one of the Leipziger Generalanzeiger. As the
Berliner Morgenpost founded by the Ullstein publishing house remarked
in its program in 1898: it wanted to be “somebody who took sides – not a
partisan mouthpiece” (“Parteinehmer – nicht Parteigänger”). This was a
reaction to the criticism of the supposedly colorless and unprincipled
Generalanzeiger without, however, declaring support for a party.34

Leopold Ullstein, however, who had founded the Berliner Zeitung in 1878
thus laying the foundation for the success of his publishing house, was,
at the time, a member the Fortschrittspartei (Progress Party). Moreover,
in the 1870s he was also a member of the Berlin town council (Stadt-
verordnetenversammlung). Publishing papers as successful as the Berliner
Zeitung and later the Berliner Morgenpost and the Berliner Illustrirte
Zeitung, it was, however, out of the question to have too close connections
to any party. Still, the essentially left-liberal stamp of the Ullstein
newspapers remained recognizable until the end of the Weimar Republic.
Something similar can be said about the Mosse publishing house, the
home of the Berliner Tageblatt. It is indeed remarkable that no German
publisher followed the English model and tried to make money out of the
claim of impartiality after the Generalanzeiger had been labeled as
“unprincipled” (gesinnungslos). Even the publishing house of the
Generalanzeiger magnate Huck, basically the home of the supposed “lack
of principles”, did not follow its own program in all consequences. Like
the other Generalanzeiger, the Huck newspapers, too, increasingly took
political sides and presented various liberal standpoints, without, however,
adopting one single point of view. The new ordering of the political parties
at the beginning of the Weimar Republic meant that the newspapers of the
Huck-combine moved into the area of the DDP (German Democratic
Party). This development was particularly fostered by the Berlin corre-
spondent of the Huck papers, Richard Bahr, who took up a key-position
in the combine. He had close connections to the right wing of the DDP,
especially to Hermann Dietrich, and he regarded himself as a link between
the DDP and the press, feeling close to the Party.35 The publishing house
does not seem to have prohibited these party-political advances. Rather the
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new head of the combine, the son of its founder August Huck, was himself
in close contact with the head of the DDP and of the Deutsche Staatspartei
(German State Party). Against this background, the Hugenberg combine
does not seem so extraordinary. In 1916 it bought up the Scherl publishing
house and then many other newspapers and shares in newspapers to push
its goal of a collective movement of the right under the leadership of the
DNVP (German National People’s Party). With regards to its size, its
complexity and its enormous structure, branching out into all areas of the
media in Weimar, there can be no doubt as to the extraordinary position
of the combine. However, in trying to combine in his newspapers the
primacy of political attitudes with commercial success, Hugenberg did not
differ fundamentally from other press combines, even though he had
special financial means and with special success. Thus it needs to be
underlined that it was not simply the commercialization and the American-
ization of the press that made possible a combine such as that of Hugen-
berg. Rather, the problem of the development of the German press was that
the press did not use the opportunities commercialization offered in a way
that would have provided the press with a greater weight in relation to the
political parties.

Conclusion

For reasons of clarity, the differences between the development of the
German and the American press were analysed quite trenchantly. An
important argument was that the early commercialization of the American
press formed a central element in the dynamic development of American
journalism. On the other hand, the strict discouragement of this kind of
commercialization was an important part of the German journalistic code
of ethics, the main feature of which lies in the great significance it attached
to the value of standing by one’s principles. Despite the importance
attributed to the commercialization with regards to the development of
journalism and of the press, this should not merely be regarded as an
economic argument. For the resistance to “commercialization” that can be
observed in Germany in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
certainly did not mean that German publishers did not want to make
money with their newspapers. The fight against the so-called Generalan-
zeiger, the German form of a commercialized mass press, was also a fight
of the traditional publishers for their market position, which was based on
addressing a fairly pre-defined group of people. In their opposition to the
newspapers aiming at a mass-readership the interests of the independent
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yet clearly liberal newspapers met with those of the Catholic and Social
Democratic Party press with each of them aiming at their own clientele.
On the other hand, it has to be said that despite the rise of the mass-press
in the United States, plenty of politically partisan papers continued to
exist, mainly at the regional level. Their impact on the development of a
journalistic code of ethics, however, was far from being as decisive as that
of the comparable German press. The second reason for arguing that the
emphasis on the significance of commercialization cannot merely be
reduced to economic factors lies in the context of the commercialization.
It was not an isolated phenomenon but it was only against the background
of other processes that it gained the importance stressed previously.

In conclusion, it is necessary to recall the four aspects responsible for
the different development of the German and the American press. Firstly,
the shaping influence of the restriction of the freedom of the press and of
information could be demonstrated with various examples. Although the
extent of the freedom of the press cannot be used as a monocausal
explanation for the differences between both countries, it nevertheless
played an important role. Censorship and other measures employed to
restrict the freedom of the press, however, did not only delay the develop-
ment of the press. Censorship in particular also contributed to the fact that
the press as such remained a political matter for such a long time. In this
context, it is important that the gradual success of the freedom of the press
in Germany since the 1860s offered more opportunities to make use of the
freedom of opinion than of the freedom of information. This, in return,
was the reason why journalists became much more involved with provid-
ing opinions rather than information. Correspondingly, the willingness to
pass on information to journalists was reduced considerably. At the
beginning of the twentieth century, Germany was thus a long way away
from a freedom of information.

The freedom to associate in societies and parties was closely connected
with the development of the freedom of the press. While the different
processes of the formation of political parties in Germany and in the
United States of America can be regarded as the second factor influencing
the development of journalism and the press, again this argument is not
exclusively about the delayed development of Germany in comparison to
the United States. Fundamentally, it is true for both countries that the
newspapers and journalism had a central role in the period of party
building. In the terms of systems theory, it could thus be said that, at first,
journalism emerged as a part of the system politics. In times of a great
politicization of society, be it in the context of the American Revolution
or of the German Revolution of 1848 or be it against the background of
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the gradual success of the citizens’ rights since the 1860s, the development
of the press was not only pushed ahead considerably, but the press also
became the mouthpiece of various social groups and parties. The potential
of social self-organization, which characterized the press in those periods
of politicization, however, was transferred to the political parties to the
same extent to which they formed organizations and stabilized them. In
Germany and in the United States, this process not only took place at
different times, but also in different ways. Thus in the United States during
the Revolution, a comparatively stable, bipolar party system emerged.
While it changed only very little in the course of the nineteenth century
and remained essentially bipolar, in Germany a multifaceted party system
often with very strong organizations emerged. Without wanting to offer
a detailed discussion, it must still be mentioned that these two systems of
parties also reflected two very different societies. For our purpose,
however, it is important that a press more or less closely connected with
the parties emerged. The bipolar, American party system meant that, in the
United States, this process resulted in a petrifaction of the press earlier
than in the broader and more differentiated, German party system. It was,
therefore, not a lack of pluralism that the German public suffered from at
the turn of the century. An impartial coverage possibly based upon
extensive, independent research, however, emerged in Germany, com-
pared to the United States, only at its beginning. The impact the press
could achieve on its own account was thus much lower in Germany than
in the United States. To express it once more in the terms of system theory:
the German press and German journalism remained intimately connected
with the political system long after the turn of the century. The inner
dynamism of the media, which cause scientists of communication and the
media today to talk about the media in system theoretical categories, were
developed to a much greater extent in America than in Germany at the turn
of the century.

Against this background, the commercialization of the press must be
regarded as a third aspect. Both the greater freedom, which the American
press enjoyed from early on when researching information, and the
relative petrifaction of a party spectrum reduced essentially to two parties
offered comparatively advantageous conditions for the development of a
commercialized mass press with the consequences described above. The
fourth aspect, the journalistic code of ethics worked as a kind of link
between the conditions shaped by the structures described on the one hand
and the different journalistic practices on the other. This code of ethics was
not unchanging, but it was closely bound up with the entire development
of journalism and the press. The argument is that the emergence of a
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specific code of journalistic ethics was, on the one hand, influenced by the
various aspects mentioned above. On the other hand, however, it devel-
oped a shaping influence itself, not only on the press, but especially also
on the structure of public communication in general. For the way German
journalists regarded their profession and practiced it did not contribute to
building a potentially independent counter-weight to the parties and other
societies. They rather saw to it that the positions particularly of the parties
but also of some lobby groups were especially well represented in the
process of public communication. Admittedly, the journalistic code of
ethics must not be the same as their journalistic practice. The connection
between the two, however, cannot be overlooked. It cannot be without
consequences for journalistic practice if the work of a reporter is regarded
as the basis of all journalistic work or if it is looked at as a lowly esteemed
supply work. Equally, the ethos of standing by one’s principles has
different consequences from the ethos of independence, even though –
and this cannot be emphasized enough – there might be huge gaps
between people’s ideals and claims and the reality. It goes without saying
that, with the various waves of commercialization and the emergence of
new newspaper combines, the press became dependent not only on
potential advertisers, but also on supposed and actual interests of the
readers. The discussion of these aspects belongs to the central topics of a
history of the media in the twentieth century. The United States and the
supposed Americanization of the media remain a central point of reference
for the writing of this history.
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12
Who is Afraid of Modernity? Germany
and the United States in the Era of the
Penny Press

Jessica C. E. Gienow-Hecht

European travelers to the United States around the turn of the century
consistently commented on the power and efficiency of the American print
media. In an interview with a Boston newspaper, in 1893, musical artist
Arthur Nikisch from Berlin lamented the slowness of the German press
while commending United States’ newspapers on their breadth, entrepre-
neurship and speed. Nikisch related the story of a Leipzig resident whose
father lived in Connecticut. The father in America typically received
groundbreaking news from Berlin half a day earlier than the daughter in
Leipzig, even though Leipzig was less than three hours by railway away
from Berlin, while the trip to the United States consumed several days.
Nikisch did not attribute the local delay to press censorship but to the
sloppiness of German journalists. They were “too sleepy-headed to get out
a special edition” and, instead, chose to report the news in the next regular
edition on the following day. In contrast, Nikisch commended the Boston
Herald, which had enabled him to read an article pertaining to the recent
great fire just minutes after he himself had observed the firemen rushing
to the site.1

Transatlantic perceptions on the role of the media have long constituted
a source of fascination for international travelers, critics, and long-term
visitors alike. The papers by Kusmer and Requate address this issue in the
context of modernity, even though, at first sight, their essays do not seem
to overlap theoretically or factually. One talks about poverty, the strains
of modernization, and the uneasiness on the part of those who have with
those who have not. The other explains, on both the comparative as well
as the interactive level, how our ideas and perceptions about the media
(and what they should do) are very much shaped by the culture that
produces them.2

As Kenneth Kusmer explains, nineteenth-century editors typically
labeled vagabonds as lepers and as lazy slugs, addicted to crime and to
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booze. Until the end of the century, media observers invested little time
in examining the causes for widespread homelessness but stereotypically
attributed poverty to individual “moral failure,” caused by the poor
themselves. As a result, critics typically demanded harsh punishment of
those who seemed to aimlessly roam the American landscape. Only at the
end of the nineteenth century did writers become aware of the complex
social transformation ushered in by the nation’s urbanization, industrial-
ization, and the massive influx of immigrants, a transformation that was
beyond the control of the individual. Progressive turn-of-the-century
writers such as Theodore Dreiser and Jack London reattributed a sense of
dignity to the vagabond whom they often portrayed as a victim of his or
her environment rather than an agent of moral decay. Still, most middle-
class observers reacted to this realization with a sense of disturbance if not
escapism that led many to view homelessness as an exciting alternative
form of existence far away from the nervous pace of modern city life. By
1920, the vagabond had become a romantic incarnation of all those values
and qualities that American business men (and with them most of the
American people) seemed to lack most: time, leisure, contemplation, and
adventure in the wilderness. In doing so, Kusmer concludes, authors and
the public at large did not only deprive the homeless of their human
dignity but also conveniently sidestepped the reality of widespread
poverty as a result of the growing income gap throughout the nation.

Kusmer’s paper sheds new light on a topic well familiar to historians
of transatlantic tourism. Specifically, his account underlines the ignorance
of many European observers vis-à-vis the economic pitfalls of the
American dream. European observers commented incessantly on the fact
that there seemed to be less poverty in the United States than in Europe
(particularly in big cities) and that Americans seemed to work harder, even
if they were already well off. The above mentioned Arthur Nikisch, for
example, stated that

The average people of this country are much better off than the common people
of Europe. I was much surprised at the number of people in this country who
possess property. This state of well being, which prevails all through the United
States, is an element of great importance in the creation and maintenance of
musical taste. All moderately well to do people in this country can afford to
attend concerts and thus encourage musical enterprise.3

Victorian Americans loved to read such accounts poured out by pro-
American foreigners.4 In the eyes of most nineteenth-century Americans,
social problems, particular urban destitution, represented a European
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phenomenon. Jefferson’s ideal of a country predominantly organized in
rural communities, deliberately distanced itself from the slums of Europe,
and the slums associated with big cities. Hence, industrial poverty was
regarded in many ways as an “imported problem,” accelerated by foreign
immigration, urbanization, and industrialization, and spurred by an
individual’s failure to comply with the requirements of the American
Dream, however vaguely defined.

Kusmer’s tale is squarely located in the Gilded Age and the era of
Progressivism. These decades saw the emergence of mass media on an
unprecedented scale. It is true that newspapers and journals became
affordable as mass production, technological innovations, and new forms
of paper manufacturing and printing opened the way to a vastly expanded
press market. Papers and magazines underwent a transformation similar
to the radio, the television, and perhaps eventually the Internet. No more
accessible (and of interest) to a chosen few, mass print grew into the
standard form of information dissemination. Even more important (and
often overlooked) in the process of modernization was the simple fact that
more people than ever before learned to read in the second half of the
nineteenth century. They did so not necessarily because they were smarter
but because print became one of the dominant forms of communication
in areas that expanded beyond the locale of the township. Commercialism
represented the most important cause of growing literacy rates. In this
context, commercialism did not necessarily mean studying newspapers
but the acquisition of reading ability to peruse commercial documents.

In the United States, the American Revolution played a significant role
in the development of a mass press. The year 1776 represented, among
other things, a revolution of print, led by lawyers and intellectuals whose
very legalistic arguments with Britain were published in pamphlets
designed for average people. As a result, national bureaucrats grew
increasingly concerned with people’s ability to familiarize themselves
with the laws of the new republic. One such indication was the census act
for 1840, which authorized an inquiry into school attendance and
illiteracy. Of course, these developments need to be considered with
caution. From a historical point of view, schooling did not guarantee
widespread literacy, because the schooled came from literate families.
Moreover, the question on the 1840 census was ambiguous; it asked how
many members of a household could not “read or write”, although of
course some people could read but not write. Illiteracy rates in states
without public schools, such as antebellum North Carolina, was chronic-
ally high. In the American South, many farmers were self-sufficient, and
to them, reading represented an unnecessary skill. Historians therefore
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agree that it was only with the enforcement of compulsory education in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that schools actually
began to make an effort to slay illiteracy.5 Generally speaking, then,
wherever an efficient system of public schools was established, illiteracy
declined.

The decline of illiteracy and the widespread establishment of a public
school system were among the most important side effects in the process
of modernization because both reflected a fundamental change of
ideology, more so than financial ability. To put it differently, it was not just
the presence or absence of public institutions of education that mattered
but the motives, cultural and economic, to effect schooling. Before the
Civil War, for example, the South clearly had the money to establish a
public education system, and some Whigs supported this cause. Yet very
few voters and congressional delegates seem to have paid attention to
school education at large. Part of the reason for this was that the Old South
had a slave labor force, which it was determined to keep uneducated. In
contrast, seventeenth-century Puritans in New England founded a college
in 1636, in the wilderness, later to become Harvard University. Massa-
chusetts even passed a compulsory education law in the early 1850s,
although compulsory education laws were famous for not being enforced
and the states that passed them were already states with high literacy.
States with low literacy did not get into the act until the twentieth century.
That included most of the South, where the school system was not
modernized till after 1910 or so, and then only for whites.6

In a cybersociety where we are confronted with print wherever we turn,
it is hard to understand the radicalism embedded in this transformation.
Just like even retirees today (who throughout their lives may never have
touched a typewriter) feel they have to purchase a computer in order to
function in a world beyond their immediate environment, people increas-
ingly understood that in an urban environment they could not find a job,
rent an apartment, go to the doctor and buy medicine, or just find out what
happened if they did not know how to read. Kusmer correctly points to the
rapid disappearance of the “walking city” and it is important to bear in
mind that the census of 1910 reported that for the first time more people
lived in cities than in rural areas. If there was one characteristic about the
new urban centers throughout the industrialized world, it was that there
seemed to be print everywhere, on price tags, in shop windows, on
advertising pillars, in stores, saloons and everywhere else in public life.
Print promised the ability to advertise yourself and to interact with others
in a world where people did not know each other any more and where
things changed all the time. As a result, as David Tyack and others have
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shown, the modern American school system with its insistence on a
standardized rudimentary form of education for every citizen (though still
a far cry from the Jeffersonian ideal of an informed citizenry) emerged
during precisely those years.7

There is no discounting about the fact that this transformation to a mass
print society formed one of the pillars of modernization throughout the
Western world as it enabled communication (and consumption) on a
supra-local level. This is the background for the two essays presented on
journalism and the problem of modernity. Without readers, a mass press,
however biased it may have been in Germany or the United States, is
unthinkable. As more and more people learned how to read for informa-
tion purposes, a broad public now received news and with them, critical
assessments of news, through the medium of a mass press. Without this
development, there might have been a debate on poverty and vagrancy as
Kusmer describes it, but this debate would have been limited to the middle
classes. In line with a rigorous behavioral code that emphasized serious-
ness, self-righteousness, didacticism, and competition, Victorian American
writers restricted their analysis to judgmental morality and authoritarian-
ism; hence the debate would have been far narrower.8 It would not have
included a broad public (what Kusmer calls “the average citizens”); two
generations earlier, many of these “average people” participating in the
debate would not have been able to read a paper.

The same is true for the object of Jörg Requate’s essay. Comparing the
development of the press in Germany and the United States since 1800,
Requate reviews peculiarities evolving in both countries. During the
nineteenth century, he explains, the press gradually distanced itself from
an openly partisan coverage of politics in favor of “fact” and objective
reporting, much of which was tied to sensational feature reports. This
transformation culminated, after 1900, in a generation of muckrakers who
exposed the evils of party machines, power politics and business moguls,
thereby establishing themselves as a “fourth power,” an agency of non-
partisan control and exposition. Requate elaborates on the reception of
muckraking in Germany and the protests against “America” as the icon
of modernity. Censorship, we learn, was not simply enforced by authori-
tarian civil servants who feared confrontations with the press. Even more
so, it was pushed by journalists who believed in partial reporting as an
ethos and proudly distanced themselves from the commercially driven
sensationalism marking the United States press market around the turn of
the century. The extent of press freedom, the commercialization of the
press, and the distinct nature of the party systems in both countries,
Requate concludes, account for a different development of the press in
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Germany and the United States. Ironically, even in Germany the very
commercialism local journalists worried about responded to a new
demand coined by people’s ability and eagerness to read the printed word.
In consequence, the influence of the press as a “fourth power” (be it
outside the governmental structure or at the service of a political party)
could only materialize because of the rapid development in education.

On a footnote, it is ironic that the differences portrayed by Requate even
prevailed in the face of the United States’ massive democratization
program in Germany after World War II. As Norbert Frei and others have
shown, the reorganization of the media figured as one of the key ingredi-
ents in Germany’s imposed “democratization” in and after 1945. “Demo-
cratization” (later “reeducation” and still later “reorientation”) meant the
attempt to turn every individual German into a responsible citizen who
would have an independent political and critical opinion while subscribing
to the principal pillars of a democracy.9 American officials sketched the
application of the German press as an essential component of re-education
– one of the very few points upon which all four Allies agreed. First, the
entire Nazi press and propaganda system was to be completely dis-
mantled. Each power would then distribute press licenses to German anti-
Nazis. When German editors seemed to be “democratic enough” the press
market would finally be opened to free competition.10 More than the other
occupation powers, United States’ press officers opposed the revival of
German local newspapers (Heimatzeitungen) and party publications – the
very kind of journalism that Requate identifies as the core of the German
media system – and, instead, they insisted on the separation of news and
opinion.11 Even though historians continue to disagree over the success
and failure of these efforts, there is no denying that German newspapers
both from a structural as well as a design-oriented point of view continue
to differ from the American model.12

Despite their different areas of concentration, the essays by Kusmer and
Requate complement each other in important ways. First, while Requate
insists on the increasingly independent and fact-oriented nature of
journalism in the United States, Kusmer gently points to the limitations of
this development and, implicitly, warns us not to rush to hasty conclusions
about progress and improvement. For all the muckraking and feature
reporting exhibited by authors such as Mencken, Flynt, Cochrane and
countless others, books, essays and news reports exposing poverty
managed to preserve the status quo and the peace of mind on the part of
the more affluent classes by portraying homelessness in either romantic
or despicable terms. Independence from political parties, that is, did not
entail independence of the mind. Second, and more importantly for the
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purposes of this volume, both papers share a common interest in the public
discourse on the downside of modernization. By 1900, on both sides of
the Atlantic Ocean, the fascination with “things modern” increasingly
gave way to a rather skeptical and, as in the case of the German journalists,
negative assessment. The concern with social problems resulting from
rapid industrialization with all the sensationalism and reluctant partiality
exposed in both papers, thus formed one of the principal topics of interest
for a socially mixed mass society. To put it more bluntly, the first issues
addressed by a medium open to different social groups, were pain, sorrow,
and corruption.

Both papers alert us to the subjectivism exhibited in the debate. When
commenting on the pitfalls of modernization, German observers unfail-
ingly referred to the United States, and, as the nineteenth century came to
a close, less and less as a model and increasingly as a scenario to avoid.
Connotations of “modernity” and “American” became virtually synony-
mous. This criticism could not only be found in the field of journalism and
public opinion but in virtually every aspect of life, economics, social
reform, demographics, industrialization, and consumer culture. Volker
Depkat’s research on the image of America between the two French
revolutions as well as Alexander Schmidt-Gernig’s study on “travels into
modernity” in the late nineteenth century have alerted us to the crucial
aspect of subjective references in these assessments.13 These analyses
show how images of America were interwoven with already prevailing
discourses on local concerns such as the future of the family, freedom,
progress, tradition, and cultural identity, an observation that can easily be
applied to the specific case laid out by Requate.

In a way, then, the German reception of muckraking said at least as
much about Germany as about the United States. For one thing, the debate
mostly underscored the need to preserve the status quo. For another, the
German journalists’ response to muckrakers like Mencken and others
reflected the tremendous anxiety contemporary observers exhibited in the
face of the unrestrained power of capitalism, an anxiety they shared with
their great grandchildren, notably the revisionists of the New Left who
likewise were ready to limit the market along with the power of the
press.14 Requate cites Habermas as one of the principal critics of a
commercialized press. It is open to speculation whether there is much of
a difference between the commercialism and sensationalism of the United
States muckrakers rejected by turn-of-the-century German journalists in
favor of political outspokenness (note that they are not in favor of
censorship), and the commercialism and sensationalism of the post-World
War II German tabloid press attacked by the generation of 1968. I do think
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it is ironic, though, that we tend to see the former as arch-reactionaries
who did not value freedom of speech (which they didn’t) while hailing the
latter as progressive thinkers at the dawn of a new age.

When viewed in tandem, both authors (unknowingly) point to one of
the fundamental paradoxes in the international discourse on moderniza-
tion, and one in which to my knowledge historians have not been particu-
larly interested. Modernization meant many things to many people.
Besides economic and industrial developments, it also encompassed
intellectual thought, artistic expression, and the power to kick the old
masters off their pedestal.15 Around the turn of the century, European
conservatives did not only reject the mass press and the terror of commer-
cially driven public media. They began to resent on a very general level
everything that they perceived as the menace of American culture.
European critics such as William Stead, D. H. Lawrence, and Adolf
Halfeld were among the first to give a voice to all those fears that have
since become so commonplace around the world.16 Fears that United
States culture, standards and way of life would overrun everyone else’s.
Fears that American consumer products would erase other countries’
cultural independence. Fears that American culture would extinguish local
identities. To many observers, American civilization was not just different
but formed a subversive threat to European culture at large.17

Curiously, and this is where the paradox begins, at precisely the time
when people everywhere began worrying about the “Americanization” of
the world, no one worried so much about cultural identity and modernity
as Americans themselves.18 Daniel Rodgers and Axel Schäfer have shown
how in their search for the most pressing social questions marring
American cities, United States intellectuals and reformers looked to
Europe to examine social programs developed abroad.19 Yet for all their
interest in European strategies, American reformers realized preciously
little of their newly acquired knowledge once they returned to the United
States. In every great economic crisis moment during the twentieth
century, notably during the Great Depression of the 1930s, the Great
Society of the late 1960s, and the recession of the 1990s, Americans
retreated to the recognition that the peculiarity of their culture and their
country prevented them from adopting the European model.

More importantly, critics did not just focus on the obvious downside of
modernization such as seasonal poverty as described by Kusmer. Instead,
just like Europeans began to dread the massive influx of US artifacts and
its presumably annihilating impact on their national cultures, Americans
felt threatened by the preponderance of foreign cultures and foreign ways
of life.20 Middle-class Americans were profoundly disturbed not just by
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foreign-looking lower-class immigrants but by the influx of European
culture at large, including secessionist expressionism, French naturalism
à la Emile Zola, and the tunes of Gustav Mahler. Their anxiety did not so
much reflect profound disgust as a fundamental frustration with the fact
that despite their military and industrial power, the United States was
unable to knit an independent brand of modern artistic production.
European cultural agents, so the argument went, suffocated the emergence
of a genuine American culture. And as a result, American critics increas-
ingly rejected modern art, modern music and modern poetry.

Nowhere was this rejection more obvious than on the musical scene
where since the 1850s, European, notably German, artists and composi-
tions had ruled supreme. Decades before the Great War, American
musicologists cited the “Teutonization” of the American music scene and
deplored the fact that the country had fallen prey to the sounds of Wagner,
Brahms, and Richard Strauss while ignoring the works of Henry Fry,
George Chadwick and Edward Macdowell. A nation without music was
a nation without soul. That was a troubling scenario in an age obsessed
with the image of the nation state as an organic body. A soulless nation did
not simply lack culture but it was no nation to begin with, let alone one
that could compete with other hegemonic powers.21 And as the century
came to a close, United States art critics stirred up their complaints about
the American love affair with foreign cultural artifacts. “We always import
– especially in music,” observed the Musical Courier, in 1909. “It sounds
so much better when it is imported, just as imported Frankfurter tastes so
much better because it is imported than our healthy, succulent American
sausage . . . We yell and hurrah for America and then we rehearse our
orchestras in German because we import them, instead of educating our
own bright and dashing and joyous American boys to play in them.”22

When World War I broke out in Europe in August 1914, American
cultural critics’ first reaction was a profound joy over the fact that
European artists were less likely to travel across the Atlantic and “impose”
their craft on Americans; finally, indigenous art – however bad – would
enjoy the chance to prove itself. “The path is clear for the first true pract-
ical demonstration of our latent powers in the country’s artistic annals,”
Musical America announced in August 1914. “Competition of the sort that
stifled and paralyzed is ruthlessly shattered and crushed.” United States
concert halls, art museums, and theater stages suddenly seemed within
reach for an armada of American artists. No longer could young artists travel
abroad in order to finish their creative education. No longer could collect-
ors look for expensive paintings abroad. And no longer could conductors
peruse European novelties. All talent had to be found at home.23
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The interesting story, then, about the attack on modernity in Europe and
the United States, and its interplay via the mass media emerges when we
examine in tandem the debates exhibited in both Kusmer’s and Requate’s
essays. Even among journalists, modernization meant different things to
different people. A composite evaluation as proposed above reveals that
fears of corruption or a different way of life represented mere side-effects
of a phenomenon that, at its core, focused very much on national culture
and national identity. Such fears did not just cause sleepless nights to
European observers (where historians consistently refer to Germany as the
most anti-modernist and anti-Western camp) but throughout the Western
world, including the one country that was most identified as the incarna-
tion of modernity at large.

In the end, such fears even affected Arthur Nikisch whose enthusiastic
comments on the United States press we encountered at the beginning of
this essay. Surrounded by the modern celebrity cult that later generations
would associate with twentieth-century music directors like Arturo
Toscanini and Leonard Bernstein, throughout the musical world, Nikisch
was known for his mesmerizing style of conducting and his eclectic music
programs. When he was hired as the musical director of the Boston
Symphony Orchestra, in 1889, the American Musician scolded that the
Boston Symphony Orchestra had failed to solicit American names and
American conductors to compete with Nikisch for the position. Four years
later, the departure of Nikisch caused wild speculations as to his successor
and one Boston paper noted that “it is a singular and humiliating fact that
no American has been mentioned or apparently thought of as successor to
Mr. Nikisch.”24 What looked like a mere labor dispute over nationality on
first sight reflected, in reality, a profound trepidation on the part of many
Americans to be culturally suffocated by Europe’s current stars and latest
productions. Modernization and the resulting anxiety was a two-way street
and we are well advised to understand this complexity rather than
stereotypically ascribing tradition to Europe and the future to the United
States.
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13
“Muckraking” in Germany and
Austria: A Unique Tradition?

Markus Behmer*

Kenneth Kusmer gives a comprehensive report about how homelessness
developed in the United States between 1850 and 1930 and how the
American public perceived this problem. He also writes about the
reservations that existed towards the common tramp, in society as well as
in the media. Giving numerous impressive examples, he points out some
stereotypes that were dominant in literature, newspapers and magazines
in particular, and he shows how the perception of the type of a tramp
changed at least gradually (along with the general change of the social
circumstances) and that there were some differentiating descriptions of the
social problems, even if they were not at all predominant.

Jörg Requate presents a brief and vivid abstract of the development of
media and journalism in Germany and the United States during these
stirring decades, and he precisely points out essential differences. These
were, for example, the ongoing partiality in German journalism, and the
rise of the tabloid press in America, but also the development of investiga-
tive journalism claiming to support social reforms. Homelessness existed
in Germany, too – at every time, and especially during the period of time
between 1880 and the beginning of World War I that we will focus on here
– even if the number of tramps was much lower than in the United States.
Tramping, “Landstreicherei”, was even liable to prosecution, according
to Article 361, Paragraph 3 of the Criminal Code, which was released in
1871.1 The public image of the tramps was mixed. While they were
despised as outlaws and scum, they were at the same time also perceived
as a romantically heroic type, above all in numerous novels after the turn
of the century.2

Homelessness is and has always been a symptom of extreme social
hardship, in America as well as in Germany. Since the end of the eight-
eenth century the increasing misery of the lower classes has been a serious

*Translated by Franz Ertl and Lucia Bauer-Ertl
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topic in Germany. Poverty, says the famous German historian Thomas
Nipperdey, “became a mass phenomenon around 1830. It stopped being
an individual problem and became a collective one”.3 The term “pauper-
ism” was coined for this phenomenon. New jobs were created in the era
of industrialization, which started rather late in Germany, but the pay was
even below the living wage. Yet with the population steadily increasing
and more people moving into the cities and areas of industrial concentra-
tion, the social problems became more and more urgent. These problems
were the starting point of the socialist movement in the middle of the
nineteenth century – a development that can be discussed in only a few
words here.

It was in the newspapers of this socialist movement, in the workers’
press, where investigative journalism and social reporting in the German
language region developed – a long time before Egon Erwin Kisch, the
famous “running reporter” (rasender Reporter), who brought (together
with others) the news report to quite some reputation during the Weimar
Republic. In my opinion, Paul Göhre, who was mentioned by Jörg
Requate, is not the unique exception as he was described. It is largely
undisputable that reporters like him had much better working conditions
and better platforms in Austria than in Germany.

Max Winter, who was also mentioned by Requate, is a good example.
He is generally considered a “genius of the social report”4 and quite rightly
so (but he had been forgotten for a long time and he’s still largely
unknown). Here is the introduction to one of his articles:

To be homeless, jobless and hungry like the others . . . I wanted to have that
same experience. So once again I put on my shabby coat and strolled out to the
10th district. Wandering slowly and languidly like someone who is coming
home after having looked for a job without success or feeling like a homeless
person who returns to the district where his last dwelling had been – I drag
myself to the market square. There’s “Puchsbaumgasse”, a lane that promises
me something, me and all the others who are forced by their misery to wander
in the same street – a bowl of soup and slice of bread.5

It is the beginning of a rather typical piece of investigative journalism,
written in 1901 at the peak of the American muckraking movement.
Disguised as a homeless person, Winter moved into a hostel for homeless
people in Vienna. By playing this role he was able to investigate the
conditions in the hostel, and he included a lot of background information;
this approach was quite similar to an investigative reporter’s approach of
the muckraking era in the United States. Winter published this story – and
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hundreds of others like it – in the Arbeiter-Zeitung (Workers Newspaper)
in Vienna. And he was not at all the only one.

Thus it can be confirmed that there was something like muckraking,
there was investigative reporting in Central Europe, too, in Austria and
(although to a lesser extent) in Germany. However, it cannot be denied that
the importance of social reporting in America was very different from that
of (at first sight) similar phenomena in the German speaking countries in
Central Europe. In his rough outline Requate demonstrates why this type
of journalism had no real chance of developing in Germany. First – in
short – because the long tradition of strict press control had a permanently
restraining effect; second, there was a highly restrictive information policy
in all aspects of public life and reporters suffered from an extremely bad
reputation; and third, the party press and partisan or party-orientated press
had such a strong impact that the expression of certain political views
became dominant in journalism and completely suppressed the journalists’
code of ethics. Investigative journalism based on objective facts could
hardly develop.

Basically, I agree with that. As early as 1927 Emil Dovifat, one of the
most influential German communication scholars, pointed out the
significant difference between both press systems in one of the first
German scientific studies about American journalism. The German press,
he says:

has always been a press based on political views that commits itself to a certain
program, tries to fight and win over people and gain support for this program,
thus dropping the American business principle of attracting as many readers as
possible . . . That has an effect on the editors. On average they are not business-
men selling news or hunters of news, their job ideal is not “der rasende
Reporter”, the reporter who hunts the news, as the Americans say, but the
publicist in charge.6

All the reservations that were expressed towards this type of reporter
were concisely summed up at approximately the same time (1928) by Otto
Groth, one of Dovifat’s colleagues. According to him, reporters are often
people who “are not inclined to a regular job, who have little education
and are not socially trained, sometimes social misfits with a dubious past,
careless and unreliable, even corrupt and without a conscience.”7 It is
exactly what Requate describes by saying that in Germany the work of a
reporter was “regarded as undignified snooping around.” Nevertheless
there were good reporters, investigative journalists with a social con-
science who, like Winter, were forgotten for a long time and were hardly
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noticed by communication science. That has changed to some extent.
There are a few anthologies that deal with – mainly Austrian – journalism,
for example the impressive collection of reports published by Friedrich G.
Kürbisch8 (as mentioned by Requate) and the volume Sensationen des
Alltags: Meisterwerke des österreichischen Journalismus (Sensations of
Every Day Life: Masterpieces of Austrian Journalism), edited by Wolf-
gang R. Langenbucher.9 There are also some scientific studies about social
reporting in Germany before the Weimar Republic; apart from the recently
published profound work by Hannes Haas10 (see Requate) there is Michael
Geisler’s 1982 publication Die literarische Reportage in Deutschland (The
Literary Report in Germany), which is also worth mentioning.11

Haas meticulously examines the development of the social report, its
roots and its effects – even on sociology, which, especially in America (as
Jörg Requate mentioned, too) vastly gained from the muckraking move-
ment. Elsewhere Haas explicitly deals with the question whether there
were relations between or a mutual influence on American and German
social reporters, concluding that at least they knew of each other. Egon
Erwin Kisch (but rather late in the era of the Weimar Republic) was
familiar with the works of John Reed and Upton Sinclair and wrote
prefaces for some of their books, which reached a high circulation in the
1920s. Arthur Hollitscher, a social reporter from Berlin (born in Hungary),
was in touch with several American muckrakers when he stayed in
America before the World War. He was introduced with the sentence: “He
is a good muckraker.”12 “But,” as Haas continues, “the fact that they knew
about the others’ existence didn’t influence the contents of their reports
and their ways of working, because the German social reporters could rely
on a long tradition in their home country.”13 This tradition can be followed
back to Georg Forster, Heinrich Heine, Bettina von Arnim or Friedrich
Engels. One author is repeatedly mentioned as the “raw version (Rohguss)
of the report”:14 Georg Weerth (who later was in charge of the feature
pages of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung edited by Karl Marx). In 1843/44
Georg Weerth published a number of letters containing “Sketches of the
Social and Political Life of the British” (“Skizzen aus dem sozialen und
politischen Leben der Briten”) in the Kölnische Zeitung. In these letters
he used those very methods – role plays, on the spot investigation,
background information – that later became characteristics of the muck-
raking reports. However, he was still an exception. This form of the social
report was more or less institutionalized in the above-mentioned Arbeiter-
Zeitung (Workers’ Newspaper) in Vienna, which was founded in 1899 by
the leader of the Austrian Social Democrats, Victor Adler, who was also
its editor. In this paper Adler himself wrote quite a number of social
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reports, just as the above-mentioned Max Winter in particular. So did a lot
of other reporters.

There were however significant differences between the German (and
Austrian) and the American muckrakers. In fact, the German-speaking
authors of social reports were normally connected to the Socialist or Social
Democratic Party; consequently partiality was an important feature of many
of their texts. Their content was nonetheless thoroughly investigated. The
media were different, too. In Europe, it was the workers’ press, often
newspapers and magazines with a small circulation, in America it was
magazines such as Collier’s and McClure’s that were read nationwide and
had a high circulation. These different papers and magazines were aimed at
different audiences, too. In Germany it was the working class that was to be
mobilized by these texts, in America it was basically the middle class whose
attention was to be drawn to social problems in their immediate environ-
ment. Yet the approach of social reform that was characteristic of the
American muckrakers was also typical of their German-speaking counter-
parts. They may have contributed very little to the development of German
social science, but some of them became politically active themselves.
There were above all Victor Adler, who – shortly before he died – became
the first Secretary of State of Austria, and Max Winter, who participated
in a number of social projects, became a member of the Reichsrat (Parlia-
ment) and in 1919 vice mayor of Vienna. With the Nazis taking over in
Germany and the development of Austro-Fascism, followed by the
Anschluss, the annexation by the Third Reich, many of the reform-orien-
tated journalists were exiled and investigative journalism in their own
country was made impossible. Totally impoverished, Max Winter died in
Hollywood in 1937; Arthur Hollitscher died in a home of the Salvation
Army in Geneva in 1941. However indirect, it is a rather sad connection
between the German “muckrakers” and one of their themes – homelessness.

In conclusion I would like to sum up my thesis: there were in fact
significant differences between American journalism and German
journalism at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth
century when “Americanization” conjured up the image of an unscrupu-
lous business and sensational American press in Germany (but people
were fascinated by it at the same time), but there was also investigative
journalism with a social reformatory impetus in Germany and – and this
is even more important – in Austria. There were obvious differences in
detail, but this phenomenon was similar to the muckrakers’ journalism in
the United States. Yet they developed independently from each other and
showed different characteristics; it cannot be said that journalists in
Germany and Austria closely followed the American example.
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Part IV
Producing and Consuming Radio:
Political and Social Dimensions
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14
Radio Days: Did Radio Change Social
Life in Germany and the United
States?

Inge Marszolek

Back in the 1970s, Freddy Mercury wrote his radio reminiscence that
became one of Queen’s Classics, titled Radio Ga Ga. It was aired and
listened to on both sides of the Atlantic. In this song, Mercury describes
himself as a lonesome boy, watching the device’s light and listening to the
radio tunes during the nights, the radio being his only friend and only
connection to the outer world. At that time radio was, on one hand, a
nostalgic medium being superseded by television as the new leading mass
medium. On the other hand, it played a central role in propagating the
music that was so important for the shaping of the rebellious youth
cultures of this period.1

Already at this point it is clear that the question above is a rhetorical
one. The answer is obvious. Yes, radio did shape everyday life in both
societies. The image of the lonely listener, sitting in front of the apparatus,
perhaps staring at the light controls of the receiver, may suggest a wrong
way of how radio penetrated into social life, hiding the complex net of
politics, economy and technology. Here we need some more investigative
work. As Freddy Mercury’s song shows, radio users often produce a
different narrative. To refer to Michel de Certeau, we have to understand
the process of appropriation as social practice: “Diese ist listenreich und
verstreut, aber sie breitet sich überall aus, lautlos und fast unsichtbar, denn
sie äußert sich nicht durch eigene Produkte, sondern in der Umgangsweise
mit den Produkten, die von einer herrschenden ökonomischen Ordnung
aufgezwungen werden.”2

A history of the radio must do more than merely describe the adapta-
tions of the media to the ongoing changes in culture and politics. The
political situation after World War I with its dramatic social and political
disruptions was crucial for the emergence of the radio as a hyper-national
media, as Michele Hilmes points out.3 Thus the potential of the radio as
an instrument in the nation-building process was very much welcome by
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all governments. We have to write the history of the radio by focusing on
the frame behind the medium itself, understanding the medium in its
complexity, seeing the apparatus as well as the user, the discourses shaping
and shaped by the power structure as well as the grammar of the public
and the private spheres.

How to Establish a Comparative Design in
Media History

First of all I would like to share some methodological reflections concern-
ing historical media studies in general and the comparative design in my
paper. Looking just at political history, the differences between the
German and the American case are overwhelming. In Germany from 1920
to the 1950s we are dealing with two democratic and two dictatorial
systems, one short period of Allied occupation, not to mention World War
II and the Holocaust as well as the Cold War and its impact on both
Germanies after the war. In the United States we are speaking about
different presidents, different policies, but of course of one democratic
system. Even from the perspective of the organization of broadcasting in
Germany and in the Unites States again the differences come to mind.
From its beginnings, radio in Germany was a public medium, although in
the 1920s, very much embedded in governmental policies, it became a
propaganda tool for both dictatorships and a public radio again in the
Federal Republic. In the United States, broadcasting became central in
establishing the consumerist society and was thus organized along the
demands of the market. Of course the history of the radio in Germany has
to tell the story of catching up with the technology as well as the distribu-
tion and the programming of broadcasting in the Unites States and Great
Britain. The gap became very significant after World War II, as in the
Unites States television had already taken over, whereas in Germany this
was only the case at the end of the 1950s (West) and in the beginning of
the 1960s (East), but at a closer look, similarities emerge and the political
disruptions seem to have had less of an effect on the media itself and the
ways in which radio was consumed.

Being a global player, radio was always discussed in its potential to
cross all borders, (this is true as well for the telegraph as for the television).
Despite this, media history still remains caught in national contexts. I think
that the time has come to open the fields for cross-national media history.4

However, seeing the thrilling aspects of this new field of media history,
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one has to cope with many difficulties. Comparative history has up to now
limited itself to comparing what I call the solid facts, for example, the
different institutions, the power structures, the decision-making processes
in two or more systems. For a comparative analysis in the media field, this
would mean restricting the analysis to the building of the institutions, the
impact of the government on radio, the dissemination of the radio sets, and
so forth. Even though this sort of comparison would have to cope, in the
German and American cases, with difficulties concerning the differences
described above, not to mention the different levels of research, I suggest
an approach which concentrates on the complexity of the media itself,
focusing on the organization, the technology, the programming as well as
on the consumer practices and routines.5 In doing so, I would like to draw
on two different methodological streams in media studies.

Anglo-American cultural studies and media ethnologists have enhanced
the role of the consumer: Media messages can be decoded only if the
consumers are familiar with their central symbols and patterns from their
own experiences in their everyday life. Decoding these messages happens
in an individual, sometimes even subversive way.6 The German media
historian, Knut Hickethier, has suggested we understand the radio as a
dispositif, following the French film theoreticians with their descriptions
focusing on the relations between subjects and devices.7 Hickethier
emphasizes the importance of the listeners’ experiences in interaction with
radio technology and programming, referring to the understanding of the
idea of a dispositif as developed by Foucault, which allowed Foucault to
link the discourses to social practices and the power structures. This is the
way in which he describes the anatomy of power. Hickethier underlines
that the socialization of the electronic mass media is written into the
apparatus. French film theoreticians, namely Jean Louis Baudry,8 have
developed the triangle apparatus – spectator – program, establishing the
subject as part of the dispositif, thus allowing us, as Michaela Hampf
describes in her comment, to improve our knowledge of the often
neglected consumer practices: because the content of the program depends
on the apparatus as well as on the context of its use, regarding the dispositif
may empower us to understand the approbation logics of the media
consumer. Foucault himself defines the dispositif as a heterogeneous
ensemble containing discourses, institutions, buildings, controlling
decisions, laws, scientific statements and so forth.9 Focusing on the
dispositif genealogy of technology, program and listener/spectator, we
can analyse the perception of the media as well as its societal configura-
tions.10
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Based on these preliminary remarks I suggest the following framework.
Whereas Cultural Studies were sometimes prone to underestimate the
impacts of the industry and the state, or neglected the importance of social
or cultural capital for the consumer practices, preferring a model of soft
hegemony, Foucault thinks of the dispositif as an integral part of the power
system. Stressing the radio as a producer and distributor of discourses, the
perceptions, imageries and the ways in which they define cultural
production, come into view. Thus the practices of politics become central
to the analysis. The emergence of radio was accompanied by debates
about the mass subject and the blurring of the borders between private and
public spheres. These debates are going on and lead us to rethink our
understanding of private and public which includes our recurrence to a
liberal bourgeois notion of the public sphere by neglecting the inherent
contradiction to the mass-mediated public. Focusing on the discursive
fields in which the radio fuels, produces and transmits discourses, and thus
plays an active part in the structure of the microphysics of power, we
might gain some clues, which may shed new light on these debates.

A discursive approach to the audiences might bridge the gap between
the audiences invented by the media, by the politicians, and so forth, and
the interactions between the listeners and the media. By decoding the
media messages, new meanings are produced. These may be integrated
into partial discourses or even create new ones, which shape the hegem-
onic discourses as well as the social practices. So again, the power
structures come into view. The notion of the dispositif as an ensemble,
mapping the technology, the device, the programming, and the listening
in a discursive field, opens up the comparative frame and makes the
coordinates flexible.11 In this understanding, the comparison may even
contain discursive fields for one case, which do not exist or are less
dominant in the other case. In the following I will try to unfold my
comparative analysis along these methodological remarks. Considering
the many blind spots on the map of radio history in Germany12 – the
situation in the States seems much better – the risks of a cross-national
analysis, and the limitations of an article, I see myself on a very slippery
slope.
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The Emergence of the New Media: The Organization
of the Broadcasting System

Wireless communication was developed before World War I and achieved
its technological perfection through the research and development efforts
of the military industry: in both countries radio broadcasting started after
the war and has to be clearly distinguished as a new medium. The first
radio transmissions – in the United States in November 1920, in Germany
in October 1923, were only three years apart, but the differences in the
development of broadcasting were significant.

First of all, although further research still has to be done for the German
side, the linkages between the wireless technology and early broadcasting
in the Unites States are much stronger than in Germany.13 Early wireless
technology was widely spread in the Unites States, where all over the
nation thousands of amateurs, mostly schoolboys, were experimenting
with the new technology. Unlike in all other countries, regulations came
only as a reaction to the collision of two ships, in which wireless com-
munication played a central role in saving lives, and was enforced after
the catastrophe of the Titanic, when Congress passed the Radio Act in
1912. During the war it became crucial for the navy to gain control of the
airwaves. Yet after the war, Congress was eager to roll back the wartime
federal powers, but at the same time gain an important role for America
in the development of radio communication technology. Thus the Radio
Corporation of America (RCA) was founded, and it was the RCA that saw
the potential of the radio becoming a “household utility” like the piano and
the phonograph. Other companies joined in order to explore the future of
the “radio music boxes”. Thus the model for organizing the radio was the
wireless telegraph, with free access to the airwaves, orientated along both
the needs of the amateurs as well as the interests of the highly competitive
selling industries.

The first transmission was on 4 November 1920, reporting on the
Harding-Cox presidential election by the Westinghouse Company. Yet this
transmission did not seem very spectacular: it was not even mentioned by
the New York Times. This is significant for the early perception of radio,
which was not perceived as a new medium. Only when at the end of 1921
the industry could supply the customers with sufficient radio sets, the
number of radio stations exploded. In the period between 1922 and 1936,
many of the fledgling radio stations were ill equipped and undercapital-
ized. The market was swamped by the demand for radio devices.
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As with the telegraph, listeners demanded some sort of regulation
because of interference from stations, which was hampering the quality
of reception and the programs. This made the need to establish a certain
control of the airwaves obvious. Again, although the debates circled
around government controlled radio to paid broadcasting – which would
be achieved by granting temporary licenses through the government to
gain public control – commercial broadcasting was already so deeply
entrenched, that the Radio Act of 1927 provided only for weak state
interference. The state granted the licenses but left the stations free to
choose the channels. Again the necessary regulations were made by the
market. This period saw the stabilization of the national networks. During
the Depression, due to a lot of the smaller companies collapsing, there was
a shift toward larger corporations becoming involved in the program
production of the national network. At the same time non-commercial
broadcasting was badly undermined. The Federal Communications
Commission had neither the power nor the inclination to interfere in
commercial broadcasting.14

Thus, at the end of the 1930s all elements that were to characterize
American broadcasting could be found: “. . . the alliance of advertizers
and commercial broadcasters, who dominated programming over national
networks, an oligopoly of manufacturers making radio equipment, a weak,
administrative type of federal regulation, and the widespread diffusion of
receivers in American homes, where they served increasingly as centers
for family life.”15 As in the United States, Germany also utilized the model
of wireless communication for the organization of the radio, and again it
was the experience of World War I that pushed the radio. The British and
American models also influenced Germany.16 The Reichspost, which had
already been responsible for the wireless, seemed the appropriate institu-
tion to organize a public radio from which the industry was excluded and
which distanced itself from direct political influence.17 The broadcasting
system was financed through fees paid by the listeners. This system
largely excluded working families from the audiences. Although the scope
of the radio quickly increased (compared to the Unites States, the
difference is not that great) it remained an upper class medium until
1933.18

The hegemonic political discourse in the Weimar Republic was organ-
ized around a clear distinction between the state and (party) politics.
Though the influence of the state – the Reichspost had the majority of
votes in all transmission corporations – was clear, the state was considered
as “neutral”, beyond all “egoistic party interests”. One might say that with
the first broadcasting regulation Act from 1926 the idealist state philos-
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ophy had triumphed again.19 Broadcasting committees in which the
societal groups were represented decided on the contents of programming.
Practically, this construction left aside all left-wing parties as well as the
trade unions. In contrast to the situation in the United States, German radio
was organized and implemented from top to bottom, with clear state
regulation and supervision from the beginning. Despite its claimed
distance from party politics, the political programming propagated the
official governmental positions, while critical voices were excluded by
censorship. Only after 1928, with the great coalition, the radio opened
itself to the social democrats, but four years later, Reichskanzler von
Papen centralized and nationalized the broadcasting system, turning it
overtly into a tool of the government. Six months later the Nazis found a
medium most suited to their needs. With the Gleichschaltung some of the
journalists were dismissed, partly for racial reasons, partly for political
ones. The directors of the regional stations were replaced by dedicated
members of the NSDAP. Reichspropagandaminister Goebbels made clear
from the beginning that he regarded the radio as the “most modern and
most important instrument to influence the masses, a true servant of the
Volk working to unite the German people in a common vision.”20

Besides the complete control over a centralized broadcasting system,
the most important step was the introduction of the Volksempfänger
(people’s radio set) by the Nazis. Already in the beginning of the decade
German broadcasting industries had had plans for a serially produced,
cheap device. Goebbels himself supported the big companies in their
plans, and in April of 1933 twenty-eight companies signed an agreement
to share the market in producing an inexpensive radio set. The government
decided to exempt those buyers with low income from radio license fees
and to induce them to purchase radio sets by implementing an installment
regime. Without going further into details, the success of these combined
actions was that the radio found its way into workers’ households as well
as into the rural regions.21 At the same time, the Volksempfänger was
imbedded in the Aryan discourse in shaping the Volksgemeinschaft and
became one of the icons of modernity for the regime.

After the defeat of the Nazi regime and the end of World War II,
German broadcasting was under the control of the Allied Forces. In the
first months after the war, radio became the most important instrument of
communication between the Allies and German society as newspapers did
not exist. It was seen as a central tool in the process of reeducation and
denazification.22 In the Western zones the rebuilding of public broadcast-
ing mirrored the public service model of the United Kingdom, taking into
consideration the parallels to the Weimar Republic and the knowledge of
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the entanglement of industry and Nazi regime and the economic situation
in postwar Germany. This system was effective even though Adenauer’s
government struggled to control the medium. In Eastern Germany, the
SMAD (Soviet Military Government) and the German communists
favored a centralist broadcasting model based upon the principles of party
lines and shaping of socialist society. Thus the organization of radio was
central to the communists’ attempts to create the socialist society and was
affected by the cleansing waves in 1949/50 and 1952.23

Linking Hegemonic and Media Discourses:
Inventing Citizenship, Community and Nation

Since the founding of the United States, Americans have worried about
their social and ethnic cohesion. In the early 1920s, two generations of
rapid immigration, industrialization, urbanization, and technological
changes had widened the ethnic, social and cultural differences as well as
the gap between huge cities and rural regions. The Depression at the end
of the decade fueled these anxieties. The idea of the radio (and before
radio, that of wireless communication) and later on television, contained
the utopian imagery of a tool for social unification,24 and was perceived
as a remedy against the threat of an opening of the social and cultural
divides, not only by the intellectual elite but also by many listeners.

Central keywords in the intellectual discourses were the concept of
community in an industrialized society where old bonds of personal
relationship were transformed into rational impersonal interactions, and
linked to it the imagined dichotomy between “crowd mentality” and
citizenship, the latter being based on the competence of independent
thinking.25 Whereas the intellectual discourses were underlined by a
profound pessimistic attitude, the broadcasting unfolded these views in a
different, more optimistic way. Again different partial discourses emerged:

1. The radio as educator of the citizens.
2. The radio as unifier of the classes and of blue- and white-collar

workers.
3. Inventing the nation by the politics of good taste.
4. The radio as the ethnic unifier or a means of re-assessing white

hegemony.
5. Unifying the society by the transformation into a consumer-community.
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This was very different from the German situation, as I will show below,
in that the broadcasters were dependent on their audiences and the
industry. There was broad consent about the pedagogical potential of the
radio, but the educational broadcasting stations, mostly run by universities
and other tertiary organizations, vanished from the airwaves at the end of
the decade. The national networks had to combine educational value with
commercial interests, and as some of the programs became successful, the
presumption that educational programs were unpopular was challenged in
the late 1930s. Nevertheless Craig comes to the conclusion that the radio
educators were unable to influence programming significantly.26 Instead
the stations chose to inform listeners: The onset of the Depression and the
New Deal gradually established the news as part of the programming, the
worsening crisis in Europe and the threat by the Nazis demanded a bigger
share (10 per cent in 1938–9).

In 1930, Merlin Aylesworth, head of NBC, declared that the radio
presented an ideal way “to preserve our vast population from disintegrat-
ing into classes . . . We must know and honor the same heroes, love the
same songs, enjoy the same sports, and realize our common interest in our
national problems . . .”27 It is significant that Aylesworth chose the
imagery of popular culture to re-create social cohesion as a common frame
of reference. As Michele Hilmes argues, the self-imagery presented by the
commercial stations as the “nation’s voice” was so successful that this
became part of the hegemonic discourse.28 Between 1932 and 1948 the
serial show Vox Pop, incorporated by NBC in 1935, traveled along in
search of the “voice of the people”.29 Thus network radio explored the
new mass-mediated national public, helping to reshape national identity
along with constructing the average American in a consumer society based
on consensus. By doing so, the broadcasters explored the borderlines, and
produced and readapted codes of exclusion and inclusion. Being on the
show and the listeners’ ability to identify themselves with the performing
voices became pivotal in the process of shaping the audience and the
nation.

In the early radio days racial issues did not seem to concern American
radio – until the war the broadcasting programming relied heavily upon
traditional cultural forms, thus reaffirming white hegemony. The first truly
national hit, The Amos’n’Andy Show, which swept the country in 1928,
was transported from minstrel characters into the radio and created a new
world eagerly shared by most listeners.30 Partially because of the positive
impact of the show, it triggered a sometimes-turbulent debate among Afro-
Americans, exploring the representations of black from a white perspect-
ive. Despite the fact that one of the pleasures of the show for whites came
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from its racial voyeurism, the perception was multifaceted; as Susan
Douglas shows, there was a renewed fascination with black English and
many catch-phrases of the show found their way into the everyday lan-
guage of the listeners.31 Ironically, when the serialization of Amos’n’Andy
became a model, a lot of the black bands and orchestras as well as actors
were replaced by white musicians and performers. These were the years
when Swing got white, and when the representation of the negro as a
“simpleton” and so forth became the stereotype in the media until World
War II.32

Only with the onset of the war did anxieties about national cohesiveness
lead federal officials to foster a broader notion of inclusiveness for the
sake of national unity. One of the results was the production of a national
broadcast series Americans All, Immigrants All, which was based on a
narrative construction of success of immigration of African-Americans
and Jews in an Anglo-Saxon nation. For the African-Americans, this series
opened the possibility to pursue their political issues of inclusion and
freedom on radio. During the war the race question became crucial for the
War Department – but attempts to construct radio programming around
the discourse of racial unity were thwarted by Southern conservatives in
Congress. At the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War
Afro-Americans took advantage of the international spotlight on the
country’s policies of segregation and racial discrimination: programs that
tackled racial issues were transmitted by national broadcasting although
they simultaneously promoted white voices on racial questions. Only two
local stations – one in New York City and the other one in Chicago –
redefined the dreams of freedom and equality of the Afro-Americans, by
using black voices on the airwaves. Thus it was in and by the radio that
the construction of race relations was reassessed, introducing equality and
freedom as the crucial issues. Here the intertwining relations between
mass media and the political discourses come into view.

Any discussions on the close relationship between politics and mass
media must include the “fireside chats” of Franklin D. Roosevelt.
Roosevelt not only became the first political star of the radio age, but the
New Deal’s publicity campaign used the radio as an important instrument
in promoting the President’s policies. The range of Federal Agencies
Network Programs was wide and combined educative, entertainment and
political functions. But the best propagator was the President himself.
Roosevelt not only possessed a radio voice but became a radio persona.
In his chats he created a sense of intimacy, referring to himself in first
person and addressing his audiences familiarly as “you”. Thus he made
use of the essence of the radio, which blurred the borders between private
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and public, transporting the outside world into the domestic sphere and
creating a broadcast intimacy even between the President and the listener(s).

As already mentioned above, broadcasting in Germany was invented
along the dominant lines of a culturally conservative discourse in which
the needs of national cohesiveness were used as a defense against the
threat by political parties’ impacts. The cultural anxieties in Germany –
seen against total defeat in World War I, revolution that swept away the
Emperor, and inflation, reflected the deep moral, cultural, economic and
political crisis, and were much more traumatizing to Germany than to the
United States. At the core of the culturally conservative discourse in
Germany was the fear of masses and of modernity, both identified with
Americanization and democracy. Referring to German-ness as a cultural
nation with its classical heritage and to the German Geist, seemed a
remedy against the threats of mass-culture and Anglo-American civiliza-
tion. These debates were written into the early history of the radio.33 With
the approval of many politicians and broadcasters, the German pioneer of
broadcasting and state secretary for the radio, Hans Bredow, praised the
new media as an educational tool, which “helped to keep the adolescent
children in the house and away from the ruinous impacts of the streets and
the pubs”.34 Unlike the American case, educational programs such as
lectures, as well as classical music and literature played a large role in the
programming, especially in the evenings. The common understanding was
that the radio should promote the education in citizenry (Staatsbürger) by
imparting high culture to the listeners. In the view of Carsten Lenk,
listening to a radio-concert, was similar to going to the opera: families got
dressed up, and listened to the concert from home, inviting friends over.35

Popular music radio entertainment was mostly banned from the waves;
classical music as well as lectures were dominant until the late 1920s. Thus
the radio in Germany reaffirmed the ideals of the Bildungsbürgertum
(educated classes).36

To shape the new Volksgemeinschaft, a term that was widespread in the
cultural conservative discourse and by no means an invention of the Nazis,
radio programming was made relevant to the different regions, thus
mirroring the basic principle of its structure. Fostering the dialects,
folklore music and various representations of regional culture meant not
only a rejection of the urban mass culture – only sports were an exception
– but a return to an organic prehistoric cultural unity of German-ness,
shaped by the Germanic tribes.37 At the end of the decade, with the great
economic crisis, radio programming enforced this imagery of the Volks-
gemeinschaft, so when the Nazis took over, they underlined the concept
of Volksgemeinschaft by their racial anti-Semitic discourse.
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The Nazis, however, especially Reichspropagandaminister Goebbels,
not only understood the radio as the most powerful instrument of propa-
ganda, but were also fully aware of the potential and character of the
medium. Thus, Nazi broadcasting not only kept jazz – in the smoothened
tunes of white swing – in its programming until 1937,38 but developed
genres of entertainment programs that took over American and British
models in combining music and comical sketches, and so forth. Older
forms of comical imagery, mostly gendered jokes, were adapted in these
programs. As far as we know, they were mostly designed along the lines
of regional differences, unifying the German tribes into the organic Aryan
Volksgemeinschaft beyond and above class and citizenship.

Radio played a very active role in constructing and representing the
Volksgemeinschaft. The simulation of being present and taking part in the
emotional setting on stage of the Nazi community, was enforced by the
role the broadcasting played within the central events by which the regime
celebrated itself; for example on the occasion of the first Nazi May Day
celebrations in Berlin, the radio covered the event with a 24-hour
broadcast, and the speeches of Goebbels and Hitler on the Tempelhofer
Feld in Berlin were transmitted by public loudspeakers to the marching
masses in all towns and villages.39

The discourses of racial exclusion and anti-Semitism were marginalized
in the programming: focusing on the setting of the Nazi Volksgemeinschaft
those who were excluded, did not have a voice. Anti-Semitism was dealt
with in lectures, but Jews were not represented on stage, were excluded
as listeners (from 1940 onwards) and as existing persons. Unlike the print
media, which dealt regularly with racial politics, not only against the Jews
but, during the war, also against the Russian Untermensch, thus reinforc-
ing the racial measures, the radio refrained from presenting the enemies
of the Volksgemeinschaft.40 A good example is the request concert
(Wunschkonzert), which became the most popular program during the
war. The issue was to unify the home front with the warfront. Combining
classical and popular music, anecdotes from the front, with announce-
ments of the donations made by the women at home and transmitting the
names of the new-born children to their soldier-fathers and thus to the
nationalized community, it reconfirmed the Volksgemeinschaft from
inside, without mentioning the racial enemies.41

In contrast to Franklin D. Roosevelt, Hitler had a lot of trouble
presenting himself on radio.42 His radio speeches were not as charismatic
as his public speeches; therefore most of his speeches on radio were
recorded public speeches. The Führer never tried to explore the potential
of the medium in creating an intimacy between the audience and himself.
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The transmitted speeches, both the recorded ones and the few he gave
in the studio, mirrored the ideal of the National Socialist public
as presented in an advertisement for the Volksempfänger: the Führer’s
voice coming out of a huge device overwhelmed a mass of shapeless
listeners.43

Shaping new identities was on the political agenda of both postwar
German states, where the radio took an active part in the discourses about
the position in the Cold War. Whereas in the Unites States programming
the Cold War was more or less the task of The Voice of America, all
stations in both Germanies perceived the “other” as an enemy. Recurring
themes in Western radio stations were the discourses on shaping a new
identity between West Germans and refugees from Eastern parts by re-
adapting the Weimar imagery of folklore of the German regions, re-
defining Europe and the idea of the Occident by struggling against
American pop-culture.44 The broadcasting of the German Democratic
Republic was seen as a tool in building a socialist new society in direct
contrast to Western decadence. The programming concentrated on the
concept of ennoblement of the workers, which had been central for the
workers movement in Germany from its beginnings in the nineteenth
century. The unsolvable problem for the broadcasters in East Germany
was to define “socialist entertainment” and to convince an audience whose
listening routines had been shaped by the “Volksempfänger”.45 Those who
were born during the war were now tuning in to the airwaves, which were
crossing borders: There is a striking resemblance in the discourse on rock
’n’ roll in East and West Germany and in the cultural conservative
discourse of the 1920s.

Inventing the Audiences

In both cases the early audiences of radio were predominantly male. In the
United States there were 15,000 amateurs who regarded the listening
consumers condescendingly: “After you got tired of the broadcasting stuff
– Com in with us and enjoy the real radio” was an advertisement in one
of their periodicals.46 A new series of juvenile books “The Radio Boys”
flourished in the 1920s. A whole series of magazines, instructing the radio
fans, swamped the market. DXing, trying to get the most distant station,
became a new sport to the young, white, male radio audience. Their vision
of the radio as linking people (male) from one place in the Unites States
to another in an interactive way was ended by business, but still marked
a potential and a dream of every new medium. This was accompanied by
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changes in the technology that enabled the radio to become a center for
family entertainment.

Like the German discourse, broadcasters and manufacturers argued that
radio listening would provide domestic harmony, reinforcing family life.
Some insisted that housework and motherhood would again become
attractive for women, for radio would make the housework into a “fasci-
nating endeavor”. Of course the advertisers became aware of the house-
wife consumer. NBC told its advertisers that because 70 per cent of
women were not in paid employment, they were the purchasing agents of
the nation. During the day the audiences were female. “Radio minded-
ness” became equated with femininity, but again the opinions about these
female listeners were divided. Housewives used the radio more as an
“occasionally apprehended background to the noise”, than as a medium
of information.47 Michele Hilmes describes how female audiences were
desired and feared at the same time: “Desired because their participation
was central to the basic functioning of the institution, especially as it was
colonized by the program production departments of major advertising
agencies, yet feared because they occupied a discursive space linked to
threatening concepts of the irrational, passive, emotional and culturally
suspect ‘masses’.”48

In the radio programming women were addressed within the confines
of their domestic sphere. Obviously, the commercial interests of women
as consumers and buyers went hand in hand with the traditional peda-
gogical perspective on women. Another part of programming for the
female audiences was the soap operas, which became very popular in the
second half of the 1930s. The soaps contained traditional female images
and representations and thus legitimated and reinforced these domestic
values, but they also were subversive in presenting patriarchy. Albeit
offering mostly romanticizing limited way-outs, they nevertheless opened
the cultural shut-ins. Radio advertisers concentrated on white women as
having the greatest purchase power, the programming focused on domest-
icity. Broadcasters and advertisers argued that women were not interested
in news, politics or economics. With very similar arguments women were
excluded from most areas in the radio itself. The female voice seemed not
to be apt for the airwaves. Despite the intervention of Eleanor Roosevelt,
who suggested hiring female news commentators, to make women listen
to the news, the national networks virtually banned women from the
airwaves.

After the war, with the need for radio to redefine itself against competi-
tion from television, the stations rediscovered the “radioactive house-
wife”. Radio stations used advertising agencies to persuade sponsors, that
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radio still was the better medium to catch the attention of housewives:
“Among all advertising media, radio and only radio reaches people while
they are at work . . . daytime radio reaches the housewife, the purchasing
agent of America, during her business hours, and in her office. She is
unusually alone, not distracted by other persons in the household. She
hears one voice, her radio, while she works.”49 Obviously one of the great
attractions of radio was the ability to bridge the divide between rural and
urban life. But the rural radio market lagged far behind the urban regions
until the end of the 1930s: in 1938 only 35 per cent of rural American
families had a radio compared to 73 per cent of urban ones. The national
networks therefore put farm programming quite low on their priorities,
and the farmers often rejected this sort of program. More successful were
farmers’ stations with a regional program thus helping to fortify a sense
of community in facing their economic crisis.50 The local stations’
programming did everything to make radio a viable and successful
medium in farm households in addressing rural women.51

The strong coalition between broadcasters and advertisers had to
convince their audiences to tune in. The programming coming from the
outside world had to be translated into infinitely varied private spaces.
Thus the audience seemed to be the arbiter of the new culture of listening.
Networks referred to the democratic culture of America constructing their
audience around good taste, improving cultural standards by mediating
between the middlebrow and high culture. Trying to maximize their
audience, broadcasters embedded their programming in what they thought
was the mainstream of good taste, political consent and shared values.
Thus the radio enforced the discourses of cultural hegemony by inventing
an audience that was offered some choices within the “American System”.
Other voices, politically radical parties and marginalized groups were
excluded. Towards the African-American audience, radio presented an
imagery that insisted largely on segregation and inequality. Even jazz,
which introduced black culture to the white majority, was programmed
only at the request of listeners. Nevertheless it was the radio that made jazz
popular.

Programming “good taste” in times in which anxieties about shattered
masculinity were underlining the popular culture and public debates, did
not prove easy. The confusion on the gendered order based on hetero-
sexuality threatened the fragile relationship between the broadcaster, the
advertiser and their construction of the audience. This was the reason why
the sketch of Mae West on Adam and Eve triggered such uproar in 1937.
Obviously, whereas the “lavender gentleman” was part of many a comical
gag,52 the “unruly loose woman” was a danger for the consent between
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radio and its invented audience, and as this audience was partly imagined
as female, she had to be banished from the airwaves.

Discourses about gendered audiences in Germany were very similar to
those in the Unites States. Obviously there was not such a widespread
wireless movement in the early years of the radio as in the Unites States,
because of state regulations, but with the appearance of radio, a much
smaller movement started, which was already closely linked with it. The
so called Radiobastler (radio amateurs) were not only attracted by the new
technology and had gained their knowledge during the war, but at the
same time they avoided paying the fees, charged by the German postal
service. These Radiobastler finally became an important part of the
cultural workers’ movement, seeing themselves in clear opposition to the
bourgeois broadcasting that excluded communists and social democratic
voices from the radio.53 Though the communist wing of the workers’ radio
movement in particular was highly critical of public broadcasting,
propagating the utopian ideas of Bertolt Brecht in his Radio Theory,54 it
obviously never became real competition. Thus toward the end of the
Weimar Republic the communist newspapers published the programming
of the stations and referred to it in many articles.

With the transformation from the detector to valves, radio entered the
domestic sphere. Broadcasters and manufacturers discovered the female
audience; the radio was advertised as a piece of furniture, easy to handle
even for women. Located in the pedagogical and moral cultural conserva-
tive discourse, the housewife again comes into view. Radio was declared
the domestic friend (der Hausfreund), but given the ambivalent meaning
of Hausfreund (the lover) in German, radio was also perceived as a danger
for women.

Male critics emphasized the importance of correct listening, which was
described as concentrated listening, as male attitude, whereas women were
listening in a distracted way, doing their domestic work. As a result
“radiotisme”, a sort of female illness, was discovered, which meant
excessive, distracted listening.55 Special programming for female audi-
ences was developed, mainly educational programs, addressing the
housewives and adolescent girls. The conservative women’s movement
had a big impact on the contents of the Frauenfunk. Nevertheless these
niches offered potential careers for females in the broadcasting system as
demonstrated by the example of Carola Hersel, who invented a special
program for working girls.56 Beside these exceptions, female voices were
excluded from the airwaves with very similar arguments to those used in
the Unites States. Unlike the programming there, and unlike the movies,57

the radio in the Weimar Republic did not perform the anxieties caused by
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the crisis of masculinity and by troubled gender roles, but restricted itself
to present women in their traditional domestic spheres.

The Nazi’s broadcasting followed this line: Regarding the request
concert, even in war-time, women were confined to the domestic sphere
– conflicting with war needs, which required women to work in heavy
industry. Only in popular songs, like the song in which the female tram
conductor was praised, and in movies, were other images of women
propagated. Especially in the rural regions, even in times of war, the
central message of Nazi broadcasting was to reconcile modernity and
mass-culture with the rural communities and their bonding to the famil-
ies.58 In 1940 the painter Paul Mathias Padua presented a painting “Der
Führer spricht”. This painting served as an advertisement for radio
salesmen as well as a poster to decorate shop windows. Padua showed a
farmer’s family, several generations, sitting inside a Bavarian house in
front of the radio set, listening to Hitler’s voice, which was placed above
their heads, thus replacing the traditional statue of Jesus Christ (Herrgotts-
winkel). As in the request concert, radio enhanced the meaning of the
Volksgemeinschaft as a family that the Führer took care of in times of
war.59

In the broadcasting programming in the early German Democratic
Republic the imagery for women’s roles became more sophisticated.60

Despite the propagated equality of both sexes, the gender roles were
complementary: men were responsible for building the socialist society,
while women were to shape the socialist society in nice ways, for example
women should accept their responsibility for moral values, and take care
of the little things that make life comfortable, such as baking cake on May
Day (Hörfolge aus unseren Tagen). In the early Federal Republic, the ideal
of the family was re-formulated by the conservative Christian Adenauer
regime as a refuge after the war and the Nazi damage to the morality of
the German people, and a bulwark against communism during the onset
of the Cold War. The daily programming addressed a female audience,
housewives and working women in their role as mothers and house-
keepers. The redefining of the family as the core of the postwar and post-
Nazi society was also represented in the very successful quiz shows61

adapted from American broadcasting as well as in soap operas such as
Family Hesselbach, where a middlebrow patriarchal family was set on
stage. In both postwar societies the recurrence to traditional gender
relations obviously served to calm anxieties about the future.
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Conclusions

This very rough outline offers similarities as well as differences: The
similarities exist in the discursive fields covering the medium, the
responses to societal conflicts, gendering the audiences and the interaction
between politics and the media. Obviously, radio became a hyper-national
media on both sides of the Atlantic, as Michele Hilmes points out. The
differences – besides the very obvious ones, which are rooted in different
organization, different political systems, and different technological
development – are sometimes hidden if we look much deeper and closer
into the discursive strategies. But at this juncture I would like to concen-
trate on two issues:

1. The discourses on the new media.
2. Radio and entertainment.

The emergence of every new medium triggers debates about its potential.
These discursive narratives can be divided very clearly into those
underlining the utopian effects and those stressing dangerous influence on
society. In the climate of cultural anxieties, politicians, broadcasters and
intellectuals on either side of the Atlantic were both optimistic and
pessimistic about the new media. So, in many ways, the partial discourses
were quite analogous. But referring to the broader cultural, political and
economic context, the hegemonic discourses and their impact on program-
ming itself differed a lot.

Speaking of the radio as a virtual unifier of society, the commercial
radio constructed its audience as a unified consumerist society, in which
different agents were discovered, along with their competence and power
in purchasing. Thus national networks tried to shape their representations
along the lines of the imagined audience, excluding Afro-Americans as
citizens as well as radical left-wing organizations. In Weimar Germany the
public radio, being embedded in culturally conservative discourse,
excluded left-wing culture and parties as well as Jews (there were Jews
working in the stations, but not represented in the programming). This was
done because they were seen as a threat to the hegemony of the Bildungs-
bürgertum as well as to German culture: Germany should be unified as an
idealized organic community. At the same time, broadcasting was
perceived as a pedagogical tool – which was rejected by commercial radio.
It may be regarded as an ironic turn in history that in 1945 German radio
again became a pedagogical tool, now in the hands of the Allies, an
instrument for re-education and denazification.
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In both countries, despite the differences, radio put itself beyond the
reach of the radio utopians as well as of overwhelming political or
economical influence. The medium aired its messages into the private
rooms, so tuning in or out became a choice. Inventing the audiences was
a risky enterprise and broadcasters, politicians, advertisers and consumers
were all very well aware of this. Although the mass media transport
hegemonic discourses and imageries, these narratives have to be negoti-
ated anew. Radio in the Unites States was part of discursive strategies
dealing with “good taste”. That means stabilizing the hegemony of
middlebrow white culture. In Germany the notion of culture and Kulturna-
tion had to be redefined after World War I. The German Geist had to be
defended against Americanization and mass culture – from the 1920s to
the 1950s. Thus broadcasters in Germany tried to re-enhance high culture
using the radio. Only with the Nazis did these borderlines become blurry.

Goebbels, who certainly was well aware of the ambivalence of the radio
as a propaganda tool – he emphasized the need for intelligent propaganda
– attempted to provide good entertainment as well as to reconcile high and
popular culture. Thus, popular music was aired into the domestic sphere
as well as Beethoven, serving as virtual realms in the view and memories
of many Germans against the impositions of the regime. Whereas the
political speeches were transported into the public sphere, being visible
parts of the settings of the Nazi propaganda, Goebbels used the mass
media for acquiescence. In both postwar Germanies, broadcasters had to
cope with the listening routines shaped by the Nazi regime, with their high
standards in entertainment programming. At the same time, it was
American popular music, jazz and later rock ’n’ roll, which became
synonymous with the American way of life, with freedom and a con-
sumerist democracy. German stations did not play this popular music:
West German youths were listening to AFN and later to Radio Luxemburg.
Again, this challenges our view on the democratic potentials of the media
as well as its being part of the microphysics of power. Tuning in or out can
become a crucial question. Decoding the messages of entertainment
programming like soaps or Amos ’n’ Andy, the request concert or listening
to rock ’n’ roll becomes an individual and collective agenda. The ear of
the listener is not innocent – he or she is part of the microphysics of power.
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15
Broadcasting Freedom: Radio, Big
Band Swing and the Popular Music
of World War II

Lewis Erenberg

In September 1942, thirty-eight-year-old Glenn Miller told his national
following of listeners that he was disbanding his successful swing
orchestra to enlist in the United States Army. “I, like every patriotic
American,” he declared, “have an obligation to fulfill. That obligation is
to lend as much support as I can to winning the war.” He would use his
music, he said, to defend “the freedom and democratic way of life we
have.” In doing so, Miller embodied a wartime ideal of sacrifice. Besides
lifting morale and encouraging military recruitment, he created a model
of patriotic duty and a web of connections among military obligation,
mass communications and an American way of life embodied in swing
and understood by millions of young people. It was his ability to convey
a particular version of the American way of life that made him a formid-
able radio presence before and during World War II.1

Miller’s sacrifice was real: in giving up the nation’s most lucrative
swing band, he stood to lose millions. A key part of the band’s success lay
in radio. His orchestra broadcast three nights a week on CBS’s prestigious
Chesterfield Hour, appeared on many remote radio broadcasts from
theaters, hotels, and ballrooms, starred in two movies and produced a
string of hit recordings. Once he entered the service, however, his Army
Air Force Orchestra (AAF) quickly surpassed its civilian predecessor.
Under Captain (then Major) Miller’s command, the AAF Orchestra’s
forty-two-man marching band, seventeen-piece dance unit, string ensemble,
small jazz combo and special radio unit aided bond rallies, made Victory
Discs for the troops and entertained soldiers – live and on radio – at home
and abroad. Miller’s mysterious disappearance in a small plane over the
English Channel on 15 December 1944 proved his ultimate sacrifice and
made him a national icon. His life highlights the powerful role that swing
and radio played in World War II and helps explain the effects that the war
had on American music and culture.2
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In going to war, Miller infused the Depression’s popular music with
national purpose as part of a massive government attempt to create
national unity around popular symbols of American culture. Swing’s
participation in the conflict signified that the war was being fought to
defend popular values nurtured during the Depression and imbued with
particular ideals of American life. Even more, the massive use of radio
helped create what Benedict Anderson has called an “imagined com-
munity.” Rather than print, this was an imagined community built on
sound. With a nation at war across the world, soldiers and civilians could
listen to popular music on the radio and imaginatively reconstruct a sound
portrait of the nation while also connecting to family members and loved
ones far from home. It should be no surprise that government propaganda
agencies and broadcasting networks used the most widespread form of
communication available at the time – radio. Not only could radio create
an imagined community for Americans, it could also be used to broadcast
symbols of American freedom to allies and enemy alike. Moreover, swing
carried powerful associations for other nations as well. Because of its
strong links to blacks and Jews and a culturally pluralist culture, for
example, swing became a target for Nazi oppression and a tool for
propaganda manipulation.3

Swing’s role in the war effort did not come merely from the “top down.”
The music played by black and white bands proved the nation’s “war”
music, despite efforts by the Office of War Information and Tin Pan Alley
to produce patriotic songs like those of World War I. The role of swing in
part resulted from the use of civilian soldiers who wanted to return to their
normal lives once their job was over. Miller recognized that GIs wanted
“as narrow a chasm as possible between martial and civilian life.” Radio,
film, recordings, and live band appearances made popular music “a great
new factor in the American way of life,” as vital “as food and ammuni-
tion.” A central ingredient in dating and personal freedom, swing also
conveyed the virtues of ethnic and racial pluralism that could build a
consensus of national support in a nation recently divided by class warfare
during the Great Depression. For millions of young people at home, and
a growing audience abroad, swing was firmly associated with the benefits
and symbols of American life. Hence Miller’s desire to streamline military
music and lift morale met with moderate acceptance by officials bent on
mobilizing society for total war. Yet Miller’s version of swing brought to
a head the musical and racial tensions that had long made the music and
radio a contested sphere.4

Miller was not alone. As part of the effort to define national objectives
and create national unity around familiar symbols of everyday life,
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popular music played an unprecedented role in the war. President
Roosevelt declared that music could “inspire a fervor for the spiritual
values in our way of life and thus strengthen democracy against those
forces which subjugate and enthrall mankind.” Fighting enemies who
promoted racial supremacy as national ideology, FDR envisioned music
helping to “promote tolerance of minority groups in our midst by showing
their cultural contributions to our American life.” His choice of Benny
Goodman as the popular music chair of Russian War Relief acknowledged
swing’s importance as a symbol of American pluralism. Duke Ellington’s
role in war bond campaigns live and on radio, meanwhile, recognized the
crucial role that blacks played in the creation of jazz as America’s music
and held out the hope of inclusion in a more tolerant society. Broadway
impresario Billy Rose put it well. All forms of American entertainment,
he said, had to “make us love what is good in America and hate what Hitler
and the minor thugs around him stand for,” such as the Nazi and Japanese
suppression of American jazz, popular music and movies created by
“inferior” black and Jewish races. Posed against Aryan supremacy, swing
embodied an American way of life – democracy, pluralism, and personal
freedom – under attack.5

As key figures in youth culture, Glenn Miller and other swing musicians
helped make the music of the home front a vital part of the war. Radio
magnified their role because for the first time worldwide broadcasting
facilities were available for use in a military conflict. As a result, World
War II was primarily a sound and radio war. Civilians saw newsreels and
war films in movie theaters, but most of their war news, including the
announcement of the bombing of Pearl Harbor, came from the expanded
news departments of the radio networks. In addition, to boost morale the
music industry worked with the government under the direction of radio
executives and the army to bring popular music to the troops. Victory
Discs united musicians, singers, recording and radio executives, the
American Federation of Musicians, and army personnel to record and
distribute popular music to soldiers wherever they were. The army also
installed radios and phonographs in barracks and service centers so that
servicemen could hear American music rather than the music of the
country in which they were stationed as had occurred in World War I.
“Wherever there are American soldiers with juke box and jazz tastes,”
noted jazz critic Barry Ulanov, “there are V Discs to entertain them.”6

Similarly, the army created the Armed Forces Radio Service, which
produced shows such as Command Performance, Mail Call and Jubilee.
The top show, Command Performance, was intended to link the home
front with the war front by encouraging GIs to “command” their favorite
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programs. Operated out of CBS Radio studios in Hollywood, the show
featured major stars of stage, screen, radio and bands that donated their
talent. Run by Tom Lewis, head of radio production for a prominent
advertising agency, the show was recorded on vinyl disks and then
shipped to the various theaters of war. Lewis was also effective at begging
money from a reluctant army brass that during World War I had considered
a few athletic events all that was necessary as morale builders. World War
II, however, vastly expanded the extent of music and broadcasting
available to the GIs. Because of the boredom of GIs with the BBC’s class-
based classical music and drama, General Eisenhower ordered the Armed
Forces Network (AFN) to “be as much a duplication of American broad-
casting at home as it was possible.” In part, these popular music programs
were intended to offset the swing-laced radio propaganda of Tokyo Rose
and Axis Sally that competed for the allegiance of American GIs.7

Of all the popular bandleaders, Glenn Miller played an especially
important role in the war effort. His achievement lay in taking the safest
parts of swing youth culture to war against the Nazis. Miller’s military
career crowned his civilian accomplishments. He had codified swing,
polished its jazz elements, and used it to create a rosy picture of American
life. In his person and his art Miller blended swing with more traditional
conceptions of national life to make it acceptable to the farthest reaches
of American society. Miller’s roots lay in the “typically American” farms
and small towns of the West and Midwest. When his career took him east
in 1928, he became an enthusiastic New Yorker, and he eventually fused
disparate traditions to create a type of swing that became the epitome of
an all-American music. The key to his success lay in merging the two
strains of 1930s popular music – adventurous swing with its fluid beat, and
romantic, more melodic “sweet” music – into a powerful amalgam:
“Sweet swing.” This clean-cut version of swing was suitable for expansion
into the heartland and the South via jukebox and radio. By taking the edge
off the hard-charging Goodman style, Miller made it clean cut and less
dangerous sexually and racially for the majority of white dancers.8

Using his superb business skills, he mastered radio and jukebox play
just as these media were peaking, which made him popular in small towns
as well as in big cities. Of all the swing leaders, Miller led the pack in his
mastery of radio. As his drummer Moe Purtill noted, “radio made Glenn
Miller. Not records, not movies.” His theory was “we go on the air as
much as we can. He was paying for the lines, sometimes,” to broadcast
from the places the band played. “We’d shove the music down their
throats,” endlessly repeating their repertoire over the air. This attracted
audiences to their live performances, who then requested songs they heard
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on radio. Miller then ranked the requests and made “records of the ones
the public was responding to.” All over the Northeast in 1939, they played
In the Mood ten times a week on broadcasts. “We just did about 20 tunes
at first, played those same 20 tunes over and over,” noted Purtill. By the
fall, they enjoyed national airtime at the Hotel Pennsylvania, and the
national-broadcast Chesterfield show, which publicized the band three
times a week. Radio had built the band a national following, and Miller
cashed in with records and personal appearances.9

But it was more than radio that made Miller. “When we started out three
years ago,” he noted, “none of the big bands played pretty tunes . . . and
the majority of people like to hear pretty tunes. We’ve tried to hit a happy
balance between the two.” On another occasion, he added that his band
stressed harmony. At the same time, he built his band on a sound formula,
based on everyone fitting into a tight arrangement. He demanded ensemble
perfection rather than “one hot soloist jumping up after another to take hot
choruses.” As a result the band was stiff. As Woody Herman put it, “he was
so intent on making a success, he lost all reasoning about anything else.
You know, cleanliness, even the . . . uniforms of the musicians . . . He was
building an erector set. And that’s the way it sounded.” Creating a uniform
sound also required paternal authority and discipline. The image-con-
scious Miller demanded perfect deportment and perfect notes. This
patriarchal air later enhanced his stature as an air force officer. Tall,
“bespectacled and scholarly looking,” he “was a commanding guy,
youthful but mature,” according to his press agent, who found that Miller
“looked like security” unlike the usual jazz bandleader.10

Similarly, Miller’s music combined big-city swing with the currents of
a more stable and conservative Midwest into a broad-based music with
truly national appeal. One critic noted that Miller’s music had “a kind of
inland sentiment that differed considerably from the big ‘big town’ aura
that pulses in Ellington or Goodman.” His best known swing tunes, In the
Mood and Tuxedo Junction, broadcast big-city excitement and sophistica-
tion, while at the same time the band was known for songs about distinct-
ively American regions and symbols: Dreamsville, Ohio, Little Brown Jug,
Kalamazoo, and Boulder Buff. In 1942 Chattanooga Choo-Choo became
the first song to sell a million records by combining a thrusting train
imagery with a “carry me home” theme, while Don’t Sit Under the Apple
Tree conjured up a small-town couple hugging in a small town Eden. In
Miller’s music, the romantic context and small-town imagery made
freedom less open-ended and more the product of typical American places
and settings. During the war, American soldiers would be asked to defend
this idealized vision of the American landscape.11
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Besides merging sweet and swing, Miller built an All-American team
that fused the ethnically varied big city and the Protestant heartland. With
a Western face, glasses, and a folksy voice, this New Yorker recruited
clean-cut musicians and singers Tex Beneke and Marion Hutton, whom
he initially introduced as Sissy Jones, a name he felt connoted “apple pie,
ice cream and hot dogs,” and dressed her to feature her girl-next-door
look. Yet Miller’s orchestra was a religiously pluralist version of an all-
American team. The Modernaires, his singing group, included a Jew, a
Catholic, a Presbyterian, and a Christian Scientist. He also recruited ethnic
musicians – especially Italians and Jews, whom he stereotyped. “You can’t
have a good band without at least one Jew,” he said, while Italian
trumpeters “seldom play good jazz” but made “great lead men.” The
Miller team, like his “sweet swing,” included ethnic minorities, but in an
idealized middle-class depiction of the nation. As part of that image, this
was a whitened American team in which blacks played no visible role. The
band used the energy of black jazz, but unlike the harder swinging outfits
of Goodman, Shaw, Barnet or even Jimmy Dorsey, employed no black
players. Miller engaged the services of black arranger Eddie Durham, so
his racial timidity probably had less to do with prejudice than with his
desire to attract the largest possible white audience. This could be achieved
only by attracting radio sponsors and touring nationwide. His personal
preferences fit well with government policy, which maintained strict
segregation in service bands and in the armed forces at large.12

During the war Miller’s AAF Orchestra expressed American values in
music at home and abroad. Under the hand of a reassuring father figure
who had sacrificed profit for duty, the band smoothly melded civilian
values and military goals into a common team effort. Courtesy of Uncle
Sam, the AAF Orchestra served as an “ethnic platoon” writ large because
Miller now had at his disposal native Jewish, Italian and white Protestant
and Catholic musicians from all the best white bands. This white version
of ethnic pluralism underscored that the United States was a much broader
nation than it had been in World War I when its image was an Anglo-Saxon
country. Moreover, the orchestra’s large size represented the heightened
emphasis on the group required by war, while service musicians them-
selves kept alive civilian standards of personal freedom for men often at
odds with military hierarchy. In Miller’s hands, these civilian values
entered into the rigidly old-fashioned marching band as he attempted to
transform it into a modernized emblem of cosmopolitan American society.
In a letter to army brass, he declared that “the interest of our boys lies
definitely in modern, popular music, as played by an orchestra such as
ours” rather than in their fathers’ music. His conception became apparent
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when he unveiled a modernized super marching band for the Army Air
Force Training Corps in July 1943 during a giant bond rally at the Yale
Bowl. Instead of twelve marching snare and bass drums, the rhythm
derived from two drummers and two bass players who rode atop two
jeeps. When Sousa’s Stars and Stripes Forever blared out “in jive tempo,”
charged Time, “sober listeners began to wonder what US brass-band music
was coming to. Obviously, there was an Afro-Saxon in the woodpile.”
Other swing influences surfaced in numbers such as St Louis Blues, Blues
in the Night, and the Jersey Bounce. One critic called this fusion “the
loosest, most swinging marching band we’d ever heard. The horns played
with zest and freedom, occasionally bending notes and anticipating others,
the way true jazz musicians do well.”13

When the army brass recoiled at the looseness and lack of discipline of
a swinging marching band, Miller managed to make some jazzy march
tunes a feature of the American military band. For the most part, though,
he was forced to abandon his larger plans and instead devoted himself to
raising troop morale at home and abroad. As long as they did not threaten
military discipline, swing bands were permitted to play a variety of roles.
One of the most important was as a strategic part of the radio effort in
Britain to foster inter-allied cooperation and unity. The army not only
wanted to boost the morale of the American troops – they also desired to
create an Armed Forces Expeditionary Program on the BBC to foster unity
among Great Britain, Canada and the United States, to go into operation
immediately after D-Day. As a result, the Miller Orchestra appeared as the
representative of American music and culture as one portion of the
combined Allied effort on the BBC. In July 1944 Miller and his men
arrived in Great Britain to promote the “all-allied team.” As part of the
policy of integration, British scriptwriters often contributed to the shows,
while British singers and announcers periodically appeared on the band’s
broadcasts. Among the singers were Vera Lynne, Jimmy Miller, Anne
Shelton, Beryl Davis and Paula Green. The band also made guest appear-
ances on various radio shows produced by the BBC North American
Service. The American Eagle in Britain, for example, featured service-
men’s greetings via radio interviews with the wounded, and of course
music and entertainment supplied by the Miller band. These were broad-
cast over 150 United States stations, mostly on the Mutual Network. In
fact, so important were the broadcasts to the executives of the BBC, that
they tried to discourage Miller from making live guest appearances. Despite
initial resistance, the popularity of the programs eventually also forced the
BBC to make the band’s programs available on the Home Service so British
civilians as well as allied troops could listen to the musical offerings.14
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Whether at home or abroad, Miller’s broadcasts also featured propa-
ganda skits that dramatized the Four Freedoms and equated swing with
free expression and American democracy. The orchestra’s overt propa-
ganda tunes, for example, hailed the United States as a cosmopolitan
nation. There are Yanks (1944) praised the unity of diverse Americans,
linking Yanks from “the banks of the Wabash” to “Okies, crackers,” and
“every color and creed/ And they talk the only language the Master race
can read.” Miller’s six-week series of broadcasts for the Office of War
Information, The German Wehrmacht Hour, beamed from England to
Germany during fall 1944, also equated a pluralistic nation and its music.
Coming after D-Day, these shows on the American Broadcasting Station
in Europe (ABSIE), as part of the Voice of America, urged the German
troops to surrender and attempted to give them a favorable impression of
the United States. Using Miller in this way reflected a shift in American
propaganda, as Holly Shulman has argued, from fomenting resistance and
mass revolt to facilitating the acceptance of American power. Musical
entertainment as symbols of a democratic American way of life would
convince Germans to surrender and impress other Europeans with the
beneficence of American motives – all without having to detail concrete
American plans. To these ends, the program employed a German announcer,
Ilse Weinberger, the singer Johnny Desmond doing popular American
tunes in German, and German dialogue to trumpet the blessings of
democracy in music. In one episode, for example, Ilse declared that an
American could play any music he liked without “barriers . . . whether the
music is American, German, Russian, Chinese or Jewish.” Miller under-
lined the point. “You find all nationalities among,” the orchestra. “There’re
even quite a number of boys whose parents came from Germany, Russia,
Italy and many other countries. But today they are true Americans, sitting
side by side with their buddies no matter who they are or where they came
from. This is a true picture of the Great Melting Pot America, and a symbol
of unity in the fight for freedom and peace.” On another show he added
that swing, with its “love of freedom and carefree life are two vital
American characteristics.” Dialogue was usually brief. The band’s
performances of popular tunes, such as Body and Soul, or a swing tune
associated with Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, or Miller himself
usually said it all.15

Equally important, the orchestra served as the living embodiment of
American culture abroad. In England, from July through December 1944,
the band endured a grueling schedule to bring American music to GIs a
long way from home. They broadcast thirteen times a week over AEFP,
flew up and down the British Isles for live concerts and special events, and
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continued to record V Discs. Miller was committed to providing a variety
of American jazz-based popular music. He divided the band into a group
that played the Swing Shift radio program with Ray McKinley, another
seventeen-piece orchestra that played many of Miller’s civilian and
military tunes, and Uptown Hall, a seven-piece traditional jazz group led
by Mel Powell. In addition, singer Johnny Desmond appeared on the radio
show, Strings with Wings. In England the band played seventy-one
concerts for 247,500 listeners, often in huge airplane hangars on makeshift
stages. Live shows ran to his familiar hits demanded by the soldiers and
a series of army-related songs such as Tail-End Charlie, Snafu Jump, and
G.I. Jive. The big band numbers humorously relieved the rigors of war and
reminded the troops that they were defending the nation responsible for
such personally liberating and hard-swinging big band music. As Miller
put it, “We came here to bring a much-needed touch of home to some lads
who have been here a couple of years” and were “starved for real, live
American music.” For lonely GIs, stranded on isolated bases in the British
countryside, the live shows proved a major morale boost. As a member of
the string unit put it, “It was a mad thing at the British bases . . . I never
saw so much enthusiasm. It was incredible – it was really hysteria because
they’d never heard a band like that.” It also meant more since band
members were part of the AAF.16

Enhanced by radio, Miller’s band helped to personalize the war at home
and abroad and create a web of connections between civilians and the
fighting forces. As early as 1940 his civilian orchestra broadcast from
army camps and dedicated songs to various units, a practice the AAF
Orchestra continued abroad. On a Chesterfield show in 1940, for example,
Marion Hutton sang Five 0’Clock Whistle to the “boys” in the “New
Fighting 69th,” originally from “around New York way” but now sta-
tioned at Fort McClellan, Alabama. “They were among the first to leave
in service for our country.” In May 1942, Miller’s dedicated his national
CBS “Moonlight Serenade” to Fort Logan, Colorado. These shows
featured a “top tune of the week” for soldiers at various bases, interspersed
with references to home: Baseball, Ebbets Field and other bandleaders.
Every week on I Sustain the Wings Miller urged families and girlfriends
to “keep those V-Mail letters flying to the boys overseas. Mail from home
is number one on their hit parade. They’re doing the fighting. You do the
writing.” Other radio programs aimed at service personnel employed
similar tactics. Command Performance featured GI song requests played
by original artists. The “Sad Sacks in Africa,” for example, asked for
Marion Hutton to sing I Have a Gal in Kalamazoo. If they do not hear it,
send “Marion Hutton, yea man!” One description called the show a “cross-
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section of America” so that “wherever Americans serve – some little part
of their native land will be closely at hand.” Enlisted men appreciated
these efforts. “Your ‘Sunset Serenade’ is a fine tribute to all of us in the
service,” a letter in a California Army Base newspaper told Miller. “We
all listen to it every Saturday.” Even more, they painted the titles of Miller
tunes on the fuselages of their bombers: Moonlight Serenader, In the
Mood, Jersey Bounce, Stardust, Sunrise Serenade.17

What the troops wanted, and what policy makers stressed increasingly
after late 1943 when the tide of battle appeared to have turned in Europe,
was less talk of democracy and postwar planning, and more personal
memories of home. Because of its ability to recreate familiar personal ties,
Miller’s twenty-piece concert unit became “the most popular band among
the boys in the service.” As a private noted of one concert, “the troops
were a cheering mass of swing-hungry GIs. The Joes ate up everything the
massive band dished out, most of them in a dream world.” Yet he also
criticized the steady diet of old tunes. Miller angrily replied, “We . . .
didn’t come here . . . to create any new swing styles.” Rather, “we play
only the old tunes” because the GIs, away from home and out of touch
with current music, “know and appreciate only the tunes that were popular
before they left the States.” Most GIs agreed. One GI wrote that millions
of us “want to hear things that remind them of home, that bring back
something of those days when we were all happy and free and when we
used to be able to put on a Miller record or listen to a Miller broadcast or
even hear the band in person.” A guy just “wants the songs he used to
know played as he used to hear them played.” Cut off from family, facing
death, “your pent-up emotions run for . . . the thing you want most of all,
your home, and all your loved ones and all that they stood, stand and will
stand for.” For 99.4 per cent of all GIs, “that’s what Miller and his Men
and their Music stand for too.” The popularity of Miller’s civilian hits
reflected the desire of GIs to remain connected to personal memories of
an idealized, secure home front that awaited them after the war. An AFN
radio poll during the London Blitz bears this out. GI’s invariably chose
songs of home. Long Ago and Far Away, I’ll Be Seeing You, I Love You,
I’ll Get By, Amor, and I’ll Walk Alone, led the list.18

At the center of the homeward gaze lay the American woman, who
embodied the virtues of American civilization and reminded soldiers of
their personal obligation to defend her. Pinups, according to Robert
Westbrook, reminded servicemen of their personal ties to the home front,
occasioning emotions of love, lust, and longing. The Miller band acknow-
ledged this in novelties such as Paper Doll, a Mills Brothers’ hit, and
Peggy, the Pin-Up Girl, which chronicles Peggy Jones, a girl “with a
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chassis that made Lassie come home,” whose pictures in Life and Look
were carried into battle “all over the world.” Armed Forces Radio supplied
servicemen with a living pin-up, the “fresh-faced blonde” DJ, GI Jill. After
spinning records and reading listeners’ letters, she whispered “in the
sexiest voice imaginable, ‘Good Niiight,’ followed by sighs across the
Pacific.” The band also evoked memories of women and home. On one
AEFP broadcast, Miller followed Flying Home with Smoke Gets in Your
Eyes. “We’ll supply the music,” he said. “You supply the girl.” An RAF
pilot caught the band in a smoky English hangar crowded “to capacity
with uniformed boys and girls swaying gently or ‘jiving’ wildly,” the
vocalist singing “of love not war.” As the band played, “they were
conscious of the music . . . the exhilarating rhythm and of course, the girl
in our arms . . . she was Alice Faye, Betty Grable, Rita Hayworth or
whoever our “pin up” of that particular week may have been.” Perhaps it
was Dinah Shore, on USO tour with the band or on Command Perform-
ance, who as a living pinup was the honey-voiced girl left behind. She
cemented this image on AEFP by singing Cole Porter’s You’d Be So Nice
to Come Home To, because it brought her GI husband George Mont-
gomery “closer to me.”19

Under the force of separation, longing for home, and private dreams,
popular music tastes began to change during the war away from swing and
more toward ballads. The anguish of parting and declarations of faithful-
ness were the subject of “dialogue songs” between soldiers and women
at home. Miller’s Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree, for example, features a
GI and his girl urging each other to remain true to each other. As he tells
her not to go down “lover’s lane with anyone else but me,” she demands
that he stay away from girls on foreign shores. Separation also produced
vows by women singers to be true to their far-away lovers in I’ll Walk
Alone and I Don’t Want to Walk Without You, both hits of 1944. On the
male side, Down Beat columnist and GI Mike Levin noted that GIs
dreamed of returning home, but it was only in the music that they heard
live or on radio and records, however, that they could express these hopes.
“That’s why old songs and sentimental ballads as such have seen more
interest than was ever thought possible in as desperately a bitter war as
this; why war songs and patriotic marches by and large have fallen flat.”
Hearing I’m a Little on the Lonely Side on the radio, one woman wrote her
fiancé, “It hits me right where it hurts. Me and a couple of million other
lonely gals in this country. It’s no wonder swing is on the decline and
ballads are in again. It’s the mood of the whole country with most of its
lovers separated.” After one girl’s high school beau enlisted in 1943 she
heard I’ll Walk Alone on the radio with “tears streaming down my face.”
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At the prom there were “a lot of teary-eyed girls. It was really quite an
emotional time for all of us.” Down Beat noted that draft-age boys and
their girls requested sentimental ballads: “They are not only more serious
about it than others, but aren’t so inclined to escape by means of Sing,
Sing, Sing with added anvils.” Instead, sweeter, more melodic bands with
singers and string sections able to express the pain of separation rose in
popularity on radio, especially with young women dominating the
audience now that young men were away. For instance, Helen Forrest
helped Harry James’s band replace Miller’s as the top orchestra on radio
in 1942 with songs “aimed at wives and lovers separated by the war from
their men in the service.” In the ballads, women were the ideal of
civilization for which men fought.20

Yet, songs of home front devotion also reveal anxieties that belied the
war’s master narrative of unity. Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree and
Everybody Loves My Baby expressed fears over women’s economic and
sexual independence at home with men away and less patriarchal control.
In 1943 Frank Sinatra brought the issue to a head as bobbysoxers
swooned. “It was mass hysteria, all right,” noted the narrator of Shore
Leave. “Those kids were having a mass affair with Sinatra.” In a lonely
era he gave girls a vulnerable boy-next-door who expressed their desires
in dreamy ballads. One fan declared, “The attraction was definitely
sexual.” At New York’s Paramount Theater in 1943, noted Sinatra’s friend
Nick Sevano, “it was absolute pandemonium . . . they threw panties
and . . . brassieres. They went . . . absolutely nuts.” While giving vent to
young girls’ sexual and emotional longings, he also pricked male jealousy
over women’s home front temptations and the commitment of civilians to
the war effort. “I think Frank Sinatra was the most hated man in World War
II, much more than Hitler, “ recalled William Manchester, because “we in
the Pacific had seen no women at all for two years, and there were photo-
graphs of Sinatra being surrounded by all these enthusiastic girls.” Irate
sailors pelted his photo outside the Paramount with tomatoes, while GIs
in the audience yelled, “Hey, wop, why aren’t you in uniform?” The press
noted that GIs wanted “to gang up on the guy who had “stolen” their
sweethearts’ affection.” Skinny and frail, Sinatra’s lure to women
challenged wartime images of male toughness and deepened men’s
insecurities. One boyfriend in Shore Leave expressed male anxieties:
“Us tall, dark and handsome guys ain’t gotta chance, brother.” Men feared
that all women were susceptible. “It’s hysteria, all right, but I can’t explain
it,” one male in the novel muses. The Sinatra flap demonstrates male
fears of women’s independence and the fragility of their dreams of
home.21
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The war whipsawed women with opportunities for economic and
sexual independence and increased demands for fidelity. After all, it was
patriotic to work in defense plants and socialize with service personnel at
USOs. Sexual tensions, however, could be resolved by the emphasis on
women’s independence as temporary. When Betty Grable, the war’s most
popular pinup and Harry James, the new star of CBS’s Chesterfield Show,
wed in 1943, they set a new model suburban dream. Men in and out of
uniform sang I Want a Girl Just Like the Girl That Married Harry James.
As war prosperity made marriage possible on a mass scale, James and
Grable projected togetherness by going to movies and sports as a couple.
She had been a free-spirited working girl and dancer at USO canteens,
who now subordinated her sexuality and career to homemaking. One
columnist said she had “the wholesome domestic habit of putting every-
thing her husband does first.” Enlisted men prized her photos because of
her all-American blonde looks, which merged sexuality and the “model
girlfriend, wife and finally mother.” The marriage enhanced their popu-
larity. As a GI wrote James, “we ought to be mad at you for marrying the
sweetheart of our camp. But it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”
When Grable became a mother, GIs sent baby gifts, the Betty Grable Fan
Club became the James Family Fan Club, and servicemen wrote her about
their wives and babies. The sexy career woman became wife and mother,
and the James-Grable marriage exemplified the dream of a suburban home
to which a sexually attractive woman confined her energies. It was a
dream that appealed to GIs yearning for a world that had not changed
and to anxious women concerned that they might have changed too
much.22

Although sexual conflicts remained an undercurrent in the music world,
it was race that brought tensions to a height. Miller’s orchestra served
governmental and popular desires for national unity between home and
war fronts, but for most of his listeners his idealized home front was white.
As part of the goal of including blacks in a unified war effort, the orchestra
incorporated elements of black swing and even particular songs – doses
of Ellington, Basie, W. C. Handy, Fats Waller, and Lionel Hampton – in
its repertoire. Yet Miller’s commitment to cultural pluralism remained
largely abstract when it came to African Americans. His preference for a
clean-cut version of American jive and a sanitized conception of American
culture fit the government’s desire for a segregated military so as not to
disturb racial values in a time of war. As a result, Miller’s AAF Orchestra
expanded the concept of the nation to include the sons of immigrants, but
it remained all-white rather than all-American. By playing black music
and emphasizing the pluralistic nature of American culture, however,
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Miller demonstrated that racial issues were a critical part of national
musical identity.

During the war, racial tensions increased in the music world over the
meaning of America’s home values. A segregated society fighting a white
supremacist enemy heightened elements in popular music favorable to
racial equality. Black and white radicals – and many swing players and
fans – believed that swing carried a vision of democratic community
rooted in ethnic and racial pluralism – the concepts that defined the war’s
purpose at home and abroad. The elevation of swing to national symbol
allowed musical leftists and racial activists to link war and music to the
fight for social democracy. They mounted benefits for Negro GIs and
political causes, and many players identified with liberalism and supported
FDR in 1944. For many, swing was the model of a more tolerant nation.
Pittsburgh Courier music columnist, Frank Bolden, for example, declared
that swing’s inter-racialism made “this ole land really worth fighting for,”
noting that black and white swing bandleaders “are all brothers of the
downbeat, and that’s what makes America – America.” The swing press
also stepped up the fight against racism. As Down Beat put it, “Music Can
Destroy Our Racial Bigotry.” Black and white liberals in entertainment,
for example, created racially integrated canteens in major cities in
defiance of USO and government policy. Many Jewish liberals in the
music press, aroused by a common Aryan supremacist foe, made common
cause with civil rights groups and the black press in a wider attack on Jim
Crow, especially in the AFM and the radio studios. At the same time,
Esquire Magazine began to feature the interracial winners of its new jazz
poll in All-American Concerts on ABC radio. The black press did the most
to challenge the standard definition of the home front Americans were
defending. The Pittsburgh Courier helped launch the Double V Campaign
for victory against fascism abroad and racism at home, and part of their
efforts focused on how the treatment of black entertainers compared to the
goals of the war. When Ellington’s orchestra was denied a hotel room, the
Courier said, “It didn’t happen in Tokio or Berlin, but right here in the
good American city of Moline, Illinois, U.S.A.”23

Amidst this upsurge, the federal government was forced to work extra
hard to garner African American support for the national war effort and
fend off potential enemy criticism without disturbing the present racial
order. Radio played a key role. As Barbara Savage has shown, however
timid, public affairs programs on CBS began to discuss the role of blacks
in the United States after the race riots of 1943. In addition, the Treasury
Department began to feature African American sportsmen and entertainers
in special radio programs, concerts, and tours designed to sell bonds and
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the war to blacks. The Interracial Division of the campaign used Duke
Ellington and Joe Louis to convey the notion that blacks had succeeded
in the United States and thus owed the nation their loyalty. Carried out
extensively through radio, film and live events, the bond campaigns
inadvertently promoted the idea of the Double V – that African American
loyalty would be rewarded in the postwar world.24

While many African American bandleaders and musicians played
prominent roles in the government-sponsored effort, Ellington and his
Orchestra were formidable parts of the war effort and achieved unprece-
dented radio time. In the first half of 1943 Don’t Get Around Much
Anymore became a hit through sheet music, radio and record, as did Do
Nothing ’Till You Hear From Me. He also performed benefits for Russian
War Relief and the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, played bond
rallies, and toured military camps across the nation. Moreover, he made
transcription discs of more than seventy-nine half-hour programs for the
Armed Forces Radio Service, cooperated with the V-Disc program, and
in April 1945, began a series of fifty five-minute network radio programs
entitled, Your Saturday Date with the Duke. The latter was sponsored by
the Treasury Department to sell war bonds. Moreover, Ellington was part
of the Interracial Section’s Music Committee, which chose the best
patriotic songs written by negroes to be played as bond-theme songs at
rallies and on radio.25

Selling bonds in radio campaigns was more than a good career move
for Ellington. He was eager to use his fame and talent to sell bonds and
back the war. Ellington was particularly powerful in selling bonds to
blacks, because he, like Joe Louis, seemed a visible symbol of the
American dream of success. Elegantly attired, leader of the top black
band, Ellington’s presence testified to the opportunities blacks had in the
United States without belaboring the existence of segregation and white
supremacy. He rose to great heights in the Depression, and defied popular
stereotypes of the “lazy” “inept” and “impotent” black male purveyed by
Hollywood. Rather he was driven to great artistic success and financial
gain. He not only led the most successful black band, he wrote high-toned
compositions and popular hits, and never compromised his dignity. For
ordinary black people as well as the black middle class, the Duke was a
national symbol of pride. His stature and cooperation with the war effort
opened hitherto closed doors on radio. He and other black bands appeared
on Coca Cola’s Spotlight Bands, and on ABC each week for the Sixth War
Loan drive. Out of the necessity for wartime consensus, the Duke’s
presence on radio lent some truth to the notion of a democratic war while
at the same not challenging racial oppression in the present. By stressing
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Ellington’s music, however, the government ensured that the black
presence in the United States would be highlighted, but that their plight
need not be discussed. For blacks and racial liberals, though, Ellington
symbolized the hope that the war abroad would lead to the end of Jim
Crow at home in the future.26

While Glenn Miller and other swing musicians were crucial parts of the
radio campaign to broadcast the American Way of Life to the nation and
to the enemy, the Nazis took over radio completely and attempted to
impose rigid control of its contents. Their goal was to eliminate jazz and
other forms of impurities from the German airwaves and the nation itself.
From its inception in Germany, as Berndt Ostendorf has argued, jazz was
enormously attractive and repulsive at the same time. With its rhythmic
propulsion, individual improvisation, exciting dances, and black roots,
jazz represented the high modernism of a world torn loose from the
moorings of older hierarchical social and cultural forms. Coming from the
United States after World War I the music seemed the harbinger of the
new. In this light, the Charleston assumed tremendous importance for
German youth – especially young women – and German musicians began
experimenting with the form. That many of the best German jazz musi-
cians were Jewish only added to the excitement and the ultimate horror
of this symbol of a mongrel future at the same time that Germany became
a democratic nation.27

The moral angst over jazz, which heightened as the Depression
deepened in the early 1930s, fed into Nazi radio policy. The Nazis
centralized radio, film, theater, the press and music under Party control to
make the media a powerful instrument of their program. Because of its
potential to reach into every home, radio was the most potent form of mass
communications. According to Dr Josef Goebbels, “what the press was to
the nineteenth century, radio will be to the twentieth.” Organized hier-
archically, German radio was the means to impose Nazi ideas on the
citizenry to create a new character and political type. To get the message
out, the Party promoted the “people’s radio set,” a cheap model for every
home. In the attempt to eliminate the sources of weakness in the new state,
Goebbels banned all Neger-Musik – jazz and swing – from the air in 1933
for its “musical decadence” and its violent abuse of melody. It took two
years to remove swing from German radio. In 1937 he decreed that “the
recording of music by Jewish composers and works presented and
performed by Jews is forbidden.” It took longer to cleanse the recording
industry, but in 1938 it became harder to import jazz labels from abroad,
especially those by Jewish artists, and local pressure was placed upon
cabarets and bands to eliminate jazz from their offerings.28
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For Goebbels and other commentators, the new music represented the
decadence of modern life associated with American democratic society.
As he put it, “Everyone knows, America’s contribution to the music of the
world consists merely of jazzified-up Nigger music, not worthy of a single
mention.” Black music with its sensual syncopation and modernistic
dance steps threatened German women, while signifying the presence of
blackness in German life linked to the French colonial troops in the
Rhineland. Yet while the Nazis saw Negroes as animalistic, they consid-
ered them mentally and culturally naïve. Goebbels viewed the attraction
of jazz and swing as the work of mentally craftier Jewish musicians, and
recording and radio executives conspiring to destroy the strength and
pride of German culture by consciously infecting German women with
black sensual music and dance and rendering them vulnerable to Jewish
sexual violation. As one music publisher put it, “Jazz music is a Jewish-
American invention, which one could call Musical Bolshevism,” and
needs to be removed from the air. Instead of jazz, radio was to be a conduit
of German music – stripped of its German-Jewish contributors.29

Yet the ban on jazz was less than absolute, in part because of the needs
of the war. This proved especially true as regards radio propaganda aimed
at allied forces. Axis Sally first appeared on the air as the Germans battled
Britain and the Allies in North Africa and then continued as the conflict
shifted to Italy and then the heart of Western and Central Europe itself. An
American expatriate born Mildred Gillars, she read messages from British
POWs to their families and played swing and sentimental ballads over the
air. She was notorious among GIs as the girl next door who sympathized
with “the boys” having to carry out orders of FDR, Churchill and the
“Jewish gangsters”. With a warm and intimate voice that recalled the girls
left behind, she taunted the troops about their wives and girl friends back
home. Her broadcasts fit the Guidelines for Propagandists at the Front,
which viewed American troops as politically apathetic and primarily
interested in their own fears of being killed, their sexual anxieties and
their homesickness. On one 1943 broadcast, she asked, “What are your
girls doing tonight fellows? – You really can’t blame them for going out
to have some fun, could you? It is all so empty back there now – better to
go out for some drinks with that 4-F boy friend than to sit and wait forever,
doing nothing.” Then she reminded the boys that if they got wounded,
“you’ll have a pretty tough time with your girl. Any girl likes to have a
man in one piece.” The music and the voice proved the lure, but the
propaganda proved heavy-handed. At the same time, German troops could
also tune in the broadcasts to hear a heavy dose of swing and ballads of
home.30
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Despite complete control over German radio at home, the RKK still
found that German civilians were drawn to foreign broadcasts, including
those of the AEFP. Moreover, members of the Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht
often wanted to hear the spirited music of swing. In a battle with stricter
Party ideologues, Goebbels sought to work a compromise that would
boost the morale of the citizenry and lure them away from foreign
broadcasts by promoting lighter popular music on the air as a substitute
for a steady diet of classics, folk music, and propaganda. Swing, however,
remained unacceptable to the regime – “a form of music that totally
ignores melody, indeed even makes fun of it, and is based on rhythm
alone, rhythm which manifests itself principally in a cacophonous
instrumental squawk that offends the ear.” In this effort, he promoted the
Deutsche Tanz- und Unterhaltungs-Orchester (DTU) made up of civilian
jazz musicians, for domestic radio broadcasts. Composed of some of the
best popular musicians available, the orchestra was restricted in what it
could play for home consumption. Still fearful of swing, Goebbels
demanded that the orchestra emphasize melody and that the strings, not
the sensual saxophones or blaring trumpets carry that melody. At the same
time, improvisation was frowned upon. At times the orchestra broke the
rules only to find new directors in charge.31

Similarly, the demands of foreign propaganda during the war encou-
raged Goebbels to establish a swing band that would attract the Allies,
especially the British, to German propaganda. Charlie and His Orchestra,
featuring Charlie Schwedler’s vocals and Lord Haw Haw’s pronounce-
ments on the same broadcasts, was a state-sponsored swing band broad-
cast over short wave radio. The orchestra copied an array of top American
swing tunes and played them well. If nothing else, though, the lyrics
seemed designed to turn off any British or American audience. With no
confidence in the power of the music itself, the Orchestra covered Benny
Goodman Orchestra’s hit, Goody Goody of 1936 with lyrics filled with
heavy-handed propaganda. In 1941 Schwedler sang, “Who is that guy
who set you back on your heels?/ Winnie Churchill!/ Who never fought
in France and doesn’t know how it feels?” Accusing him of breaking up
the British Empire, the song concludes with “Winnie – You had it coming
to ya!/ You declared this war and you will be licked like never before!/
Now I hope you’re satisfied, you rascal you!” This was mild compared to
a 1942 rendition of Alexander’s Ragtime Band which charged the Allies
with fostering the Communist International. Even more offensive was a
version of I’ve Got a Pocketful of Dreams, originally produced in 1938,
which in 1941 had FDR sing, “Gonna save the world of Wall Street/ gonna
fight for Russia, too/ I’m fightin’ for democracy/ I’m fightin’ for the Jew.”
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Perhaps nothing topped the new and improved lyrics to Makin’ Whoopee:
“Another war, another profit,/another Jewish business trick!/ Another
season,/ another reason/ for makin’ whoopee!” The last verse claims that
“We throw our German names away, we are the kikes of USA.”32

While the Nazis were fairly successful in confining jazz at home – with
important exceptions – they found it much more difficult in occupied
countries. Across Europe, swing bands continued to play despite the
occupation. This depended on the protection of local officials, as occurred
in Paris where jazz-loving Nazis allowed Gypsy guitarist Django Rein-
hardt and his Hot Five to play on a regular basis. Indeed, during the war
the Germans exploited the cultural resources of Paris as a recreation center
for the German army, which considered swing part of the amenities of the
French capital. Theaters played to capacity, and nightclubs grew. Accord-
ing to John Pelzer, 125 of Paris’s cabarets opened after 1940. In all of
occupied Europe jazz achieved unprecedented popularity, but Paris was
the capital of swing. Record sales rose, with many of them American style
swing. “Jazz became the symbol of, or the last tie with, the outside free
world,” Down Beat claimed. “The French seized upon hot music as upon
a floating straw in a sea of doom.” The appeal was also political. “Jazz
made an ideological statement. With its unrestrained style and African-
American origins, it became the antithesis of everything for which fascism
stood . . . It was an ideological challenge to fascism as well as an outlet
for those forced to endure it.”33

Cut off from American influences, moreover, swing became more
indigenous during the war, and in this Django Reinhardt stood supreme.
His popularity and Gypsy “outsider” status made him a hero to the
Parisian “Zazous,” home-grown swing youth who used nonconformity in
dress and deportment to challenge the humiliation of German occupation
and Nazi ideology. As the Parisian personification of swing, Django
became the star of the most fashionable clubs in the city. The French
avoided suppression because the Germans considered swing part of the
amenities of Paris. The French retitled jazz standards in French or kept
their origins hidden. American swing was banned but French jazz was
permissible. Still, too overt a connection to the resistance could place jazz
in jeopardy. This happened when the Gestapo raided the Hot Club of
France’s headquarters for serving as a Resistance meeting place. The
officers, including Charles Delaunay, were jailed. While he survived after
a month in jail, club secretary Madeleine Germaine and a Lieutenant in
the underground went to the gas chamber.34

While the Nazis eliminated jazz on the air, they could not kill it entirely.
Instead, they drove it underground – the tighter the restrictions, however,
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the greater the reaction at the local level. The equation of swing with the
forbidden freedoms fostered “swing youth,” clubs. While few of the swing
clubs were overtly political, they still acted as forums for cultural
resistance. Especially in Hamburg, Berlin and Frankfurt, swing clubs
brought middle- to upper middle-class young men together with their
working-class counterparts to listen to forbidden music. Child of an
African father and German mother, Hans Massaquoi noted that “our
unstated aims were to express our antiestablishment mind-set, short of
getting into serious trouble with the Gestapo; to listen to whenever
possible to jazz, which we had adopted as our favorite music because it
was banned by the Nazis as Neger-Musik.” Imported swing records were
still available until 1938, private parties and gatherings were difficult to
control, and until German occupation, foreign language stations in
Belgium, Luxembourg, and France continued to broadcast swing. More-
over, not all local officials were as hostile toward jazz as the Party
hierarchy and hence loopholes existed in the enforcement process. Until
1942 and the complete arrest and crackdown on swing youth as the war
escalated, “swing boys” consciously tried to differentiate themselves from
Nazi youths. According to Massaquoi, “this meant wearing our hair long
and with sideburns in contrast to the short, military-style haircuts and
clean-cut look” of the Hitler Youth. Even though most of his crowd were
rough and ready workers, their “swingboy trademark was a dandylike
façade” that was a putdown of the outdoors lifestyle advocated by the
Hitler Youth. Various cafes, moreover, offered small bands that occasion-
ally played swing, but the ban on dancing put a crimp in the activities. The
prohibition of dance aimed at limiting the chances for hanky-panky by
lonely wives on the home front and eager males. That a number of swing
youth were Jewish also fostered the idea that swing represented religious
and racial tolerance, and placed swing youth in the precarious position of
looking to the United States as the source of their culture. By 1942,
however, wartime austerities and the threat of losing led the authorities to
throw conspicuous swing youth in jail.35

Both the Americans and the Germans played on the equation of jazz as
the music of racial tolerance, freedom and democracy, but they evaluated
it differently. By centralizing radio under strict government control, the
Nazis were able to severely control its content. Yet they could never
completely extinguish swing in the country, nor were they exempt from
the demands of the military for rousing music. Their denunciations of jazz
also made it “forbidden fruit.” In the occupied areas, moreover, jazz
blossomed as never before. For swing youth at home and jazz audiences
abroad, swing represented the United States, the Allies and Freedom. Is
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it any wonder that Germans and the occupied countries listened to Allied
broadcasts in order to hear the music. Nor is it surprising that variations
of Glenn Miller’s Orchestra from liberation to occupation and after
assumed importance as symbols of American freedom. Because of its
extended stay in Britain and its series of concerts and broadcasts over the
BBC Home Service, the orchestra became the focal point of memories of
inter-allied cooperation during World War II and the music of the war
itself. To this day, there are Glenn Miller clubs in Great Britain and the
orchestra has set the style for numerous nostalgic bands. Partly born on
the wings of the United States’ military presence and broadcasting over
AFN, the Miller Orchestra’s symbolic fame spread through all of Western
Europe. Even today Miller-style bands exist throughout Germany and
Austria and the Miller Orchestra itself is still a hot ticket when the band
tours. Nor is it surprising that a number of German and Axis personnel
chose to surrender to the country capable of producing the music they
listened to on all fronts of the war.36

While racial and gender tensions filtered through dreams of national
unity, Miller’s music lived on at home and abroad, rooted in personal
memories of wartime experiences and the collective memory of sacrifice
and national unity. Conveying hopes for personal freedom, ethnic
assimilation and security, Miller’s band symbolized the American dream
of freer private lives made possible by American culture. His mysterious
death somewhere over the Atlantic, moreover, fueled his personal sacrifice
to mythic status. His fate became a metaphor for lost lives and interrupted
careers of GI’s and all those affected by the war, including the many
women, who like Mrs Miller, waited for husbands and boyfriends who
would never return. In fact, a year after he disappeared, movie theaters
across the nation observed “Glenn Miller Day,” the first such tribute ever
accorded a bandleader. For five hours, a number of swing bands broadcast
live on a national radio network from New York’s Paramount Theater as
part of the Seventh War Loan Drive. Famous swing bandleaders, musi-
cians and singers performed songs associated with the Miller Orchestra.
Singers and musicians expressed hopes for Miller’s safe return. Swing
remained a symbol of the triumph of American ideals in World War II as
well. After Miller died, the band performed a concert for 40,000 Allied
troops in Nuremberg Stadium on 1 July 1945. This concert marked a
victory over Hitler’s belief that swing was a decadent example of a
“mongrelized” society and highlighted an American personal and musical
freedom rooted in cultural pluralism and religious and racial tolerance. At
the National Press Club in Washington, moreover, the nation’s highest
political and military officials saluted Miller. After the opening bars of
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Moonlight Serenade, President Truman and Generals Eisenhower and
“Hap” Arnold led the assembled dignitaries in a standing ovation for a
man who “felt an intense obligation to serve his country” and “made the
supreme sacrifice.” Abroad, Melody Maker mounted its own “Farewell to
the Glenn Miller Band” in its 8 August 1945 issue. “The visit of the Miller
Band, however, will never be forgotten here. Both as an inspiration to our
own musicians and as a means of cementing a warm and lasting friend-
ship, the visit of the American boys to these shores has become a treasured
memory with us all.”37

Listening to a pre-recorded broadcast of Moonlight Serenade over the
radio in a GI recreation center in Britain shortly after Miller’s death, Mike
Levin noted that the music was “tied up with individual memories, girls,
hopes, schools. It [was] a tangible tie to what we [were] fighting to get
back to.” In sum, “You owe these guys when they get back, not so much
money or gadgets, but a shot at the way of life that many have been
dreaming about.” But many Americans at home were dreaming about re-
creating their private lives – families, schools, and careers – if the shift to
wartime ballads is to be believed. To an extent, the war helped tilt
Americans away from civic culture and toward more conservative values.
What about race? As Down Beat asked, “How can we hope for one world
in peace, when we fail to check the spread of the same insidious poison
within our own vaunted civilization?” For blacks, the war raised hopes of
freedom, in part expressed by the turn of young blacks toward bebop. With
a growing conservative tilt in the society at large, however, the stage was
set for serious clashes at home in the postwar world. As American jazz
spread through Western Europe after the war via personal appearances,
Armed Forces Network and Voice of America broadcasts, its vaunted
ideals and social failings were visibly on display for all to see and
hear.38
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16
Radio Nations: The Importance of
Transnational Media Study

Michele Hilmes

A conference such as this one brings invaluable opportunities to explore
the cross-cultural and transnational aspects of historical events that are too
often confined within the borders of national knowledges and critical
analyses. However, I want to point to the fact that some aspects of culture
frequently experience the benefits of this sort of analysis, while others
remain adamantly excluded. Primarily, the products and practices of high
culture – literature, art, classical music, theater, dance, even (certain kinds
of) film – frequently receive transnational critical attention, as they
circulate through established cultural and educational circuits and reach
a fairly elite strata of society: indeed, one marker of Western cultural
capital is an ability to demonstrate familiarity and critical opinions on the
products and meanings of pan-Western, if not global, arts, literature, and
music, although, as recent studies have shown, such circulation of high-
cultural knowledge has its political uses and applications,1 for the most
part critical study of the fine arts on a transnational basis takes place with
a minimum of controversy and social disapproval – usually quite to the
contrary. Every educated person, regardless of nationality, reads Tolstoy
and Trollope, listens to Verdi and Beethoven, discusses Hitchcock and
Fellini, studies Goya and Goethe alike, and may even read Hemingway.
No social panic here, no fear of erosion of national cultures.

However, the same cannot be said of those cultural products and
technologies that are associated with popular, or “mass,” production and
consumption. Here, international circulation is often construed as a
“problem,” competing with national cultures, spreading debased (usually
American) forms indiscriminately, producing ill effects on youth,
corroding standards of personal and social behavior and patterns of
everyday life, and wreaking havoc on local cultural economies.2 To a
certain extent, all the technology-mediated means of communication
discussed at this conference fall under this “problematic” category. From
popular newspapers and magazines to telegraphic communications, radio,
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television, and film, they have tended to receive short critical shrift even
within their own national settings, and what critical attention they receive
often must contend with an overarching framework of social disapproval
and disdain. The study of all of these mediated circuits of cultural
production and consumption would benefit from increased integration
within the traditional academic disciplines from which they have been too
often excluded, and gain immensely when placed in a less negative
transnational context.3

But I want to argue here that the historiography of radio, in particular,
suffers more from national insularity than any other medium – also more
from scholarly neglect in most national settings – and that the work at this
conference demonstrates concretely what is lost in such insularity. So I
wish to address three issues: why and how radio developed as such a
hyper-national medium and what the consequences of this historical fact
have been; what a truly transnational study of broadcasting might look
like; and how such study helps us to understand that transnational
influence does not just operate in times of international crisis or in
marginal, interstitial spaces, but supplies a crucial function in each nation’s
domestic setting as well. Inge Marszolek’s and Lewis Erenberg’s papers
demonstrate very persuasively what the benefits of a reconceptualized
field of radio studies might be.

Radio emerged as a viable medium in an intensely nationalistic era.
Coming immediately after World War I’s disruptions of national bound-
aries and identities in Europe, a period that saw America’s four-decade
tidal wave of immigration rise to a crisis-ridden high point (to which it
would not return until the 1990s), radio was seized upon by national
governments after the war as a primary nation-building tool. Despite the
fact that radio as a technology is ideally suited to just the opposite –
breaking down barriers, crossing borders, defying physical boundaries,
paying no attention to lines drawn on a map – radio was corralled,
confined, brought under tighter control than any other medium before or
since, chastised, disciplined, and often made the property and prerogative
of the state. Its technological capacity for defying not only national
borders and identities, but also internal ones – such as race, gender and
class hierarchies, as well as public/private distinctions, as I have argued
elsewhere4 – was swiftly and with very little public debate transformed
into methods for keeping radio waves in house and in order. National
governments quickly asserted public ownership over the mysterious ether
and moved to bring as much of it as possible under their own exclusive
control. Radio became not an international but a national endeavor, except
for a few tentative and barely tolerated anomalies, such as Mexican border
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radio in the US or the trans-channel commercial stations broadcasting
from France and Luxembourg into Great Britain.

Radio, then, whether owned and operated by the state or held in private
hands and operated commercially, or some combination of the two, found
itself addressing a primarily national audience. It became the chosen
medium of national identity formation in a troubled time, as the recon-
struction of the 1920s gave way to political unrest and depression
economics, and then again to wartime mobilization. Thus the construction
of radio as a medium remains almost synonymous with the construction
of twentieth-century national identities, not only in the US and Western
Europe but across the globe. And its early status as a live medium, with
recording difficult and technologically primitive, meant that radio was
created in place, located firmly in a national space and time, with
regulations to prevent its spread beyond national borders and limits on its
ability to circulate in any other form. There are, of course, exceptions to
this, such as US broadcasts into Canada; indeed the structure of Canadian
broadcasting cannot be understood without taking this “excessive”
phenomenon into account.5

Generally, efforts to expand radio broadcasting beyond national borders
in the first part of the twentieth century mark explicitly propagandistic
efforts to extend national hegemony into foreign spaces. The Soviet Union
beamed communist messages into neighboring countries; imperialist
nations such as Great Britain and France set up colonial broadcasting
systems; Hitler’s administration brought German radio under tight control
as it extended its message into countries soon to come under attack. The
United States attempted several radio ventures in Latin America in the
1930s6 and initiated what would become the Voice of America in the midst
of World War II, and Great Britain built the BBC World Service on the
backbone of the old Imperial network. Yet, as opposed to these primarily
national, state-sponsored efforts, the free flow of broadcasting as a
popular, stateless, culturally hybrid medium has only begun to occur in the
last twenty years, prompted by the increasingly international circulation
of popular music and television, and now aided by technologies that
bypass national controls: satellites and the Internet. And accordingly, the
study of broadcasting (at least until recently, largely centered on tele-
vision) has remained fixed within national boundaries, as Inge Marszolek
argues. Aside from sweeping institutional surveys that take broadcasting’s
national compartmentalization for granted,7 very little thought has gone
into breaking out of this conceptual straightjacket based so closely on the
institutional biases of the medium itself.
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Just summarizing the absolutely essential, underlying national-ness of
radio broadcasting helps us to begin to see through its arbitrary and
historically determined limitations and to envision what a more trans-
national approach might look like. I would like to argue that a trans-
national study of broadcasting would need to consider three broad areas,
all of which have been studiously neglected. First, studies of broadcasting
institutions and structures, including regulation, economics, practices of
production and circulation, and general social policy, must be extended
out of their national frameworks to show how transnational debates and
conflicts have influenced and, indeed, constructed national systems. This
is the focus of Inge Marszolek’s paper, and she theorizes a new way, based
on post structuralist theory, to re-think comparative media study. Her
argument that other kinds of power besides the national played crucial
roles in the formation of broadcasting structures, practices, products and
audience formations – power that cuts across national boundaries – gives
us the necessary basis for bringing new modes of analysis into play, based
on discursive analysis of power formations. However, as she acknow-
ledges, this is a difficult task, especially because what limited scholarship
exists in radio history tends to replicate the insistent, highly politically
motivated nationalism of the process it describes. Where radio institutions
are primarily concerned with building themselves up as national entities
and fending off “foreign” interventions, their records and official histories
will tend to minimize the effects of any influences outside the national.
Often the most telling evidence is that which is most heavily and fre-
quently reviled and rejected (or silenced) by traditional histories and
official documents; as Foucault’s principle of reversal reminds us, this is
often a marker of discursive fixation and hidden centrality.8 Transnational
studies of broadcasting have the potential of allowing us a glimpse
through the nationalistic veil, revealing those forces and aspects that are
being actively silenced in the creation of national histories.

For example, many histories of national broadcasting systems mention
the influence of the public service model of the BBC and the commercial
model of the United States as formative poles between which their own
national structures took shape, most adopting some variation of the BBC
public service model.9 Yet what is rarely considered is that these two
models are not separate, distinct givens but were themselves constructed
largely in opposition and as a result of various kinds of dialogue between
the United States and Great Britain. The BBC public service system was
dependent on the discursive construction of United States commercialism
for many of its formative concepts and its continuing justifications, and
the same was true of the United States system. Other nations adopted parts
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of this set of discursive oppositions as they fashioned their own broad-
casting systems, thus exporting this historical dualism across the globe.

In Great Britain and in many other European countries, the American
system and its essential commercialism became synonymous with a
threatening, populist democratic “chaos” that needed to be brought under
elite control: the familiar discursive construction of America as Europe’s
mass-modernized Other.10 This created, especially in Britain, an environ-
ment in which the broadcast of indigenous popular culture became
identified with foreign, “American” influences and thus justifiably
banished from the airwaves – leaving Britain open to later foreign and
pirate broadcasters who provided the popular entertainments that the
BBC’s high culture mission had shunned.11 This tendency can be seen
particularly well in the access of women and women’s culture to the air.
Kate Lacey and others have demonstrated how marginal most public
service systems considered women’s radio expression, since the same
patriarchal hierarchies that dominated government and social life ruled
state-run public systems.12 In the United States, however, though the same
patriarchal discourses dominated social life, the desire of advertisers to
reach a feminine consuming audience supplied an alternative route to
presence in the broadcast public sphere. American radio developed an
extensive and lively tradition of women’s expression on the air, though
largely confined to the “daytime women’s ghetto,” hindered by commer-
cial imperatives, and denounced by critics and educators. Women’s power
of consumption in the marketplace countered repressive social power and
allowed women’s voices to flourish on the air, discussing women’s issues
and experiences with a degree of freedom and entrepreneurial control not
often seen elsewhere in the years before World War II.13 The serial dramas,
or soap operas, and “chat” shows that made up a large part of these
daytime programs have, in the last few decades, proven popular with and
meaningful to male and female audiences everywhere. The fact that they
were discouraged and excluded from most public service broadcasting
systems for most of the century points to an area of exclusion – and a set
of cultural hierarchies that underlies the commercial vs. public service
duality – that might not be noticed, or considered sufficiently significant,
except through comparison.

Similarly, United States’ broadcasting history resonates with policy
decisions relying on definitions of what constitutes broadcasting “in the
public interest” formulated essentially in Great Britain and Europe and
imported to the United States, where “Britishness” in particular came to
define “quality” to such an extent that early US public television (PBS)
was sometimes known as the “Primarily British Service.” This led to a
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dynamic similar to that described above, whereby attempts to reform
United States broadcast policy or to strengthen public broadcasting were
often met with rejection of their “foreign,” “un-American” origins and
placed on a slippery slope of “government control” leading through John
Reith eventually to Goebbels and Stalin. Neither of these discursive
strategies, used so effectively to protect existing political and institutional
powers in both nations, can be understood without an examination of the
cross-cultural and transnational flow of influence so vital to the construc-
tion not only of broadcasting in Great Britain and the United States, but
in nations across the globe. There is every evidence to suggest that policy
makers and practitioners in all nations were acutely aware of what was
being done outside their own borders and used examples drawn from other
countries to construct and defend their national systems and forms of
expression – although frequently disavowing any such influence later.
Analysts and historians, however, have been slow to pick up on this body
of evidence and work it into their narratives, as it often upsets cherished
foundational assumptions.

Second, a transnational analysis of broadcasting must include issues of
content, looking at the spread of cultural forms and the creation of hybrids,
as Lewis Erenberg does in his account of Glenn Miller’s wartime career.
This must include a more nuanced examination of the spread of popular
culture as well as elite, bringing critical analysis to the development of
such transnationally popular programs as the variety show, the situation
comedy, the serial drama, the quiz or participation show, and the dramatic
adaptation, as well as news, discussion, and public affairs formats. The
formal study of radio aesthetic history is an almost completely forgotten
area, and one in which transnational influence can most easily be seen.
This extends to types of popular culture, notably music, in whose
dissemination radio played a crucial role, such as Glenn Miller’s swing
and Duke Ellington’s jazz. Erenberg’s study reminds us that the equation
of popular culture, especially American popular culture, with essential
qualities of democracy, “classlessness,” and freedom is itself a highly
political construction, at home or abroad. The careful ethnic composition
of Miller’s popular orchestra – combining many varieties of European
ethnic identities, yet carefully excluding African Americans inside a frame-
work of white appropriation of black musical forms – shows how even the
most commercial of popular culture has political roots and effects.

Yet there is an entire history of transnational broadcast genres waiting
to be written, much of which will defy the commonly accepted, though
unexamined, idea that popular culture innovation (as opposed to high) has
largely flowed from America to Europe, corrupting European cultures and
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bringing “forced commercialization” – sometimes known as “Dallasifica-
tion” – in its wake.14 For instance, Germany’s unique Lander system
produced a much more highly developed sense of the local or regional
within the national, when compared to the greater emphasis on the
national produced in most countries, including the United States. This
seemed to allow a greater blurring of the public and private, with more
attention to the specificity of local concerns and voices that sometimes
extended to permit a more personalized style of broadcasting. This may
partially account for the European origins of the present day “reality
show” genre, which plays not only on a renegotiation of the private/
personal within the public sphere, but also relies heavily on the cultural
priority accorded to “realism” or factuality in much public service, as
opposed to commercial, broadcasting forms.15

Finally, a transnational approach to broadcasting history must include
a re-consideration of the audience, keeping in mind what an artificial and
heavily ideological concept “the national public” has been, and the
significant power such a construction wields.16 The national audience,
whether conceived as citizens or consumers, always exceeded in its
differences and its contradictions the often-invoked “public,” including
many variations and distinctions that a totalizing national image of the
public had no interest in accommodating: immigrants, guest workers,
regional and local identities, the working class, women, and racial, ethnic,
and religious groups outside the mainstream, whose variety of experience
defied the unities of the nation. In other words, the project of national
unity worked to obscure cultural and political differences that radio might
either exacerbate or mitigate. Inge Marszolek describes a German national
public (or volk) addressed by Nazi radio in a manner that carefully
excluded Jews, gypsies, and other “undesirables”, and which addressed
women as not fully participating members in the public sphere. Lewis
Erenberg’s history of Glenn Miller shows how radio itself, in privileging
a type of jazz that catered to the white, middle-class mainstream, worked
to construct a sense of American identity, both at home and abroad, that
carefully preserved racial hierarchies while concealing that such inequities
and contradictions pervaded United States’ democracy. A comparative
study of the construction of broadcasting’s “publics” enables us to more
readily deconstruct the terms of inclusion and exclusion upon which such
a definition is based. It also allows us to see how important the distinction
between public and private spheres, and their appropriate inhabitants and
activities, has been in broadcasting history generally, and how radio
served powerful interests in preserving these key distinctions and
hierarchies, in both commercial and in public service systems.
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Both Marszolek’s and Erenberg’s papers demonstrate the historical
necessity of examining transnational cultural transfer, whether in the arena
of institutions, cultural production, or reception. They both reveal hitherto
unexplored moments of cross-cultural influence, and indicate the ways in
which such under-analysed factors are necessary to a better understanding
of cultural operations both within and without national boundaries. They
also bump up against one of the pitfalls of doing such research: it is very
difficult. Radio is hard enough to research, as an invisible, evanescent
medium considered unimportant in many places and undeserving of
preservation. Evidence of transnational influence is even harder to locate
and reveal. But it is there: in newspaper accounts of concerts and
programs, in overlooked corners of official archives, popping up in
government debates, in obscure publications, in the memories of listeners
old enough to recall former days. Radio historians must create the archive
of transnational broadcasting history as they go along, making paths that
other researchers can follow. The good news is that it is a wide-open
scholarly frontier, and that conferences such as this one have had the
prescience to recognize its value.
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17
Radio as Dispositif: The History of the
Yet-to-be-Written User Manuals1

M. Michaela Hampf

When Roger Taylor wrote Radio Ga Ga for Queen in 1984, what he
described was already a nostalgic, romanticizing way of using radio.2 As
much as we might be inclined to agree to the song’s chorus: “You had your
time – you had the power / You’ve yet to have your finest hour,” I’m afraid
this is not how radio works. What Inge Marszolek describes in her opening
paragraph is an intimate, reciprocal relationship between an apparatus and
a subject, illuminated by the dim control lights of the receiver. And yet the
apparatus is being perceived as “my only friend through teenage nights”:
“Radio what’s new? / Radio, someone still loves you.”

Both papers in this section analyze certain aspects of the history of
broadcasting in a comparative manner. The approach Inge Marszolek
suggests is that of the dispositif developed by Michel Foucault and
introduced to German media studies by Knut Hickethier following the
French film theoretician Jean-Louis Baudry.3 As Marszolek points out, the
concept of the dispositif was originally developed by Foucault as a
heterogeneous ensemble of discourses and practices. It consists of the
elements Marszolek has quoted: “Discourses, institutions, buildings,
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements
and philosophical propositions.”4 What is crucial, though, is the following
sentence: “Le dispositif lui-même, c’est le réseau qu’on peut établir entre
ces éléments.” (“The dispositif itself is the web that can be established
between these elements.”) Thus, the medium as an apparatus is not just an
ensemble of distinct elements but rather a network that is in itself a power
structure. If we follow Foucault, the “power structure” can neither be
conceived outside of society nor as part of a mechanical model necessitat-
ing a “transmitter between society and power.”

The history of media-dispositifs, according to Hickethier, can best be
studied in periods that constitute “breaks, beginnings or endings” of linear
historiographic narratives.5 Inge Marszolek consequently looks at the
emergence of the two quite different broadcasting systems in the United
States and Germany. Although the technological development necessary
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for broadcasting was available on both sides of the Atlantic within a
comparably short period of time, by the 1930s the two systems could
hardly have been more different. Additionally, Marszolek analyses the
discourses that surrounded (and preceded) radio and shows how national
audiences were “invented”, how network radio in the United States was
thought to unite listeners into a classless society of consumers. Similarly,
radio helped shape the German Volksgemeinschaft even before 1933.6

Radio advertisers soon discovered women as consumption managers and
courted the female audience while educators were worried about “radio-
tism”, another women’s illness brought about by too much and too
distracted listening to the radio.7

While Marszolek focuses on the institutional differences of the broad-
casting systems, the technological implications of the apparatus and the
surrounding discourses, Lewis Erenberg concentrates on the “wartime
consensus” radio and popular music helped create during the Second
World War. He acknowledges that this was not a monodirectional exertion
of power but a function of various discourses and practices that neverthe-
less reflected gendered and racial tensions of pre-war society. His analysis
of the role of swing in the forging of “imagined communities” (Benedict
Anderson) highlights the viability of the model of the dispositif. The
program that was a function of various discourses of national identity in
times of war as well as outright propaganda was “used” by white GIs to
create and connect them to an idealized home front where “their” women
stood for the same virtues they were fighting for. Erenberg shows
convincingly how Glenn Miller and Duke Ellington came to be symbols
for democracy, religious pluralism and personal freedom, albeit in a
racially segregated way. While Americans, and to a lesser degree, their
allies, negotiated racial issues, class struggles, and gender over swing
music, it provided the German “swing youth” with means of cultural
opposition to the totalitarian Nazi broadcasting politics.8

Both contributors compare the emergence of the commercial broad-
casting system of the United States with that of the state-controlled system
of the Weimar Republic from an institutional, cultural and societal
perspective as well as the diverse attempts to exert some form of control
over the media in times of war. The commentator is therefore free to
concentrate on the model itself. In my comment I’m going to take up the
model of the dispositif and show that it is not only valid to replace the
classic approach of sender-message-receiver with an integrated means to
describe media and communication technology in terms of their use.9 The
concept of the dispositif also enables us to analyse the interactions
between technology, society and individuals in their historically specific
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discursive frameworks and, as Inge Marszolek points out, provides the
flexibility needed to compare broadcasting systems of very different
genealogies. It is thus extremely useful for a comparative analysis of
greater scope.

The genealogy of everyday cultural practices such as listening to the
radio has to integrate the history of technology, the history of organiza-
tions and institutions, various discourses on media and their use and a
number of cultural practices relating to communications. If we treat these
factors as distinct narratives and study the “effects” of media we run the
risk of not taking into account the processes that occur between these
strands and tend to overlook the junctions between discourses and
practices that shape the use of media. In the American network broad-
casting system the public “owns” what in the 1920s was called the “ether”;
the government through the FCC allocates frequencies and issues licenses
and the networks control the programming, which is being paid for by
advertisers. The genealogy of this system cannot be understood by
considering juridical, institutional or technological factors alone.10 If we
want to answer the question whether and how radio changed social life on
both sides of the Atlantic, I suggest we employ a subject-oriented approach.
A historiography of the “dispositiv” has to take into account the material-
ity of communication as well as the corporeality of the listeners, the social
organization of reception, the surrounding discourses of education versus
entertainment, regulating decisions by government agencies as well as the
respective political and economic contexts. In other words, what has yet
to be written would be a history of the diverse uses radio has been put to
and the many yet-to-be-written user manuals.

When Jean-Louis Baudry developed his theory about thirty years ago,
he spoke about cinema as the most theorized medium of European media
philosophers at the time. Although this role has been taken over by
television, the debates on how media influence people’s actions, how the
“effects” of its finished products shape people’s belief systems are again
widely publicized today. Baudry showed that the field of the signified, the
content or program depends on its technological base as well as on the
context of its use.11 According to Baudry, the subject is part of the
dispositiv in that the latter simulates not a reality but a condition of the
subject. If the subject’s senses are extended into the apparatus, we need
not study the “effects” of a simulation but rather the modalities and
framework of the subject’s perception.12

By claiming that for a successful functioning of ideology it is necessary
for the subjects to function by themselves, Louis Althusser introduced a
dual structure of the subject.13 The “subject of ideology” is as much an
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effect as a condition of ideology. Baudry conceptualized the subject of the
cinematic dispositiv in much the same terms. One the one hand, the
dispositif (through the apparatus of the camera) constitutes an imaginary
subject position in that we all follow the camera’s view in order to
recognize representations as meaningful. It is this “subject to whom the
projection is addressed” that is potentially unifying and totalizing.14 On
the other hand, the “dispositiv” also includes “real people”, individual
users who because of their desires and experiences have the potential of
putting the technology to all kinds of uses, even misuses. The early history
of radio is a classic example of the discursive and practical negotiations
of what radio can be used for.

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and K. Ludwig Pfeiffer have pointed out the
importance of the aspect of materiality of communication. Their theory
sought to explain “the conditions, the place, the carriers and the modalities
of communication as the creation of meaning.”15 This approach shifted the
focus away from “the message” and included the modalities of communi-
cation, especially the technical apparatus without which there would be
no message and no performing acts to study at all. Carsten Lenk, following
Baudry and Hickethier, suggests a triadic model to analyse the use of
media such as radio: at the center are the listening subject, the radio
receiver and the program.16 Listening is a communicative practice in
which the subject is actively engaged in making sense out of what she or
he perceives. The elements of the dispositif interact with each other but
also with the societal context in which the situation occurs. Thus,
historically specific discourses, institutions, knowledge, expectations,
laws and norms can be inscribed in each of these relations. The elements
of knowledge form a discursive sphere around the actual act of communi-
cation. They reflect for example what broadcasters believe they know
about their audience or what listeners expect from the station or from the
radio sets. In the United States as well as in Germany, the prospect of
broadcasting was widely discussed before the technology was reasonably
widely available, that is, before most people had access to a receiver and
had developed a habitual use of the new medium. In the 1920s broad-
casting in the United States was heralded as an extraordinary modern
miracle. “Anyone could have the best seat in the Metropolitan Opera, for
free!”17 According to former RCA President James G. Harbord, radio was
the greatest boon to democracy humankind had yet invented, freeing the
citizen from the “contagion of the crowd.” The solitary voter needed not
be a slave to mob enthusiasm and meaningless rhetoric but now was free
to make political judgments “solely to the logic of the issue.”18 In
Germany after the First World War “entertainment broadcasting” was
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debated in various special interest publications, rumors were widespread
and, as with every new media since the alphabet was invented, fears and
hopes were uttered concerning the effects on Western culture in general.19

If we take a more detailed look at the elements of the dispositif, it
consists of close and reciprocal relationships between the subject and the
apparatus, between the apparatus and the program and between the user
and the program.

The interaction between the subject and the apparatus involves the
user’s body as well as a piece of technology, the radio set. The early
receivers (1923–6) forced the listener into a crouched position in front of
the huge apparatus, in fact an ensemble of tubes, heating and receiver,
which required a significant amount of know-how to operate it. The
frequency was adjusted with a tiny wire and every move in the room could

Source: Carsten Lenk, ‘Das Dispositiv als theoretisches Paradigma der Medien-
forschung.’ Rundfunk und Geschichte 22 (1996).

Figure 17.1 Elements sof the “Dispositiv”.
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mean one had to start over again. The earphones tied the listener to the set
and isolated her or him from the environment. At the same time the
apparatus is operated by the user, it forces what Carsten Lenk calls a
“choreography” on him or her. (Best exemplified by the organization of
the typical living room around the television set.)20 This, however, does
not mean that users haven’t been quite creative in inventing other uses:
earphones, for example, were taken apart and shared by passing around
the halves or by amplifying the signal with a bucket. The introduction of
speakers in the mid- to late 1920s made it possible to combine the
experience of listening with pursuing one’s work (Nebenbeihören). The
transistor liberated teenagers from the confines of the family receiver and
made the signal truly ubiquitous.21

Listening to the radio is foremost an interaction of the subject with the
program, regardless of the fact that at a particular time thousands of
individuals might be listening to the same show.22 In the early days of the
new medium the industry provided a number of models and images,
(literally: photographs) as to how listening to the radio should look like,
but the process of this becoming habitual occurred also along traditional
lines of perception, shaped by older institutions of bourgeois or middle-
class culture.23 The aesthetics of the concert hall as well as the opera,
including the appropriate dress or the contemplative, motionless listening
posture, were imitated during the 1920s. Only later, when more broadcast-
specific formats like reports from sports events were introduced, listening
to the radio began to include other modes, like the attentive, upright
listening posture as if one “was there”.24 Broadcasters, not only the
advertising departments of the stations, have known or at least attempted
to know about their listeners’ expectations and experiences with their
program.25 In order for this communication to work, a certain amount of
knowledge about the modalities and channels of representation (genres,
program schedule) had to be acquired. The collective panic resulting from
the broadcasting of Orson Welles’ piece War of the Worlds is an example
for the confusion that can arise when the modes of fictional representation
are not communicated clearly.

The apparatus sets technical limits to the transmission of spoken words,
sounds and music. Without a program, on the other hand, the receiver
would only emit white noise, as was often the case in the early days of
radio before most stations broadcast a program on a continuous basis.
When Edwin Armstrong and the Radio Corporation of America (RCA)
experimented with broadband frequency modulation (FM) between 1928
and 1933 it was soon found that this technology greatly improved the
quality of the signal. There would be less interference between neighbor-
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ing stations, the signal-to-noise ratio was greatly improved, less radiated
power would be needed and the service areas for a given transmitter power
would be easier to define and, unlike AM, would remain stable throughout
day and night. The example of the newer standard of FM again illustrates
the web of links between the quality and distribution of the apparatuses,
the program and regulating decisions by a government agency. When the
FCC in the 1940s declared FM to be commercially usable, applicants
stood in line for new licenses. Although the manufacturers had been afraid
of the high costs of conversion and feared they might lose both their
advertising customers and their regular listeners, the conversion of stations
turned out to be a smaller problem than the production of affordable and
reliable radio sets. Between 1945 and 1949 the number of transmitters that
were authorized almost doubled, but, contrary to what this initial enthusi-
asm suggested, FM had a hard time becoming accepted on the market and
as early as 1950 the trend began to reverse. There were a number of
reasons for this: to the general public neither the technical deficits of AM
transmissions nor the broader bandwidth of the new standard mattered
much. Listeners in urban areas, where the AM signals were strong enough,
were hardly disadvantaged by static noise, while listeners in rural areas
mostly lived outside the service areas of the new FM transmitters. The
largest obstacle, however, were the programs themselves. The music that
profited most from high-fidelity transmission was both classical music and
music that exhibited many percussive elements and a broad dynamic
spectrum. The bulk of the program in the 1940s and 1950s, however, news
and sports reports, sit-coms and soap operas, had little to gain from the
new reproduction quality.26

Programming decisions and economic factors such as “simulcasting”,
the transmission of the same signal on AM and FM, deterred the growth
of FM.27 For advertisement customers it turned out to be not lucrative to
buy advertising time from pure FM stations as the old stations had a much
larger audience. This downward trend ended only in 1957, again due to
technical innovations, most notably the development of the transistor.
Receivers could now be built and marketed that were much smaller and
lighter than those based on tubes and new cars could be equipped with
AM/FM receivers. High fidelity soon had its own market, not because the
number of classical music lovers had risen dramatically, but because of a
new phenomenon, known as rock ’n’ roll, which spread explosively. After
the introduction of television, radio, to which a substantial number of new
channels had been added, now took to specialization. Harbingers of this
development were programs for African Americans during the late 1940s,
such as those of the first all-black station, WDIA in Memphis, Tennes-
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see.28 African Americans had previously not belonged to one of the
economically interesting target groups for advertising on the radio. They
had a lower median income and purchased fewer TV sets in the early
1950s. During the 1930s and 1940s they had been virtually excluded from
being heard on national radio, with the notable exceptions of educational
programs and the wartime programming Lewis Erenberg describes so
eloquently. Only after the advent of television and its usurpation of radio’s
principal source of funding did the radio industry’s network domination
falter and radio was transformed into a medium that relied on more locally
oriented, segmented appeals.29 Advertisers now turned to the urban
concentrations of recently migrated African Americans.30 “Negro radio”,
which was still often owned by Whites and drew white audiences thus
proved that a segmented radio market could be lucrative and that, with
localization and specialization, radio could survive the direct competition
with television.

As the user manuals of these media continue to be written, future
research on other forms of broadcasting than those Inge Marszolek and
Lewis Erenberg have so elaborately analyzed could especially profit from
the model of the “dispositiv”.31 These could include community radio
stations as well as listener-sponsored, non-commercial stations that exist
in both countries in a number of different forms. If we broaden the analysis
to include these and other decentralized media, radio’s “finest hour” may
well be yet to come.
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18
The Holocaust on Screen: Speculations
on an American Motion Picture Genre

Thomas Doherty

If the assertion that the Holocaust is a motion picture genre risks blas-
phemy, then the notion that the genre is somehow peculiarly American
amounts to a kind of warped chauvinism. Yet the popularity of Hollywood
depictions of the Holocaust in a nation notoriously provincial in film tastes
is as undeniable as it is anomalous. When it comes to the Holocaust, at
least, Americans have been willing, even eager, to look beyond their own
borders. Whether as a distinctly American or universally resonant
phenomenon, the motion picture genre that has coalesced around the
Holocaust calls for speculations equally informed by film smarts and
historical awareness, an interdisciplinary outlook that keeps one eye on the
screen and the other on the scholarship. Thus forewarned, the best way to
proceed is to sketch out some basic definitions and critical categories and
then to pose some questions that might guide an inquiry into Holocaust
cinema. Some considerations are common to any study of the Holocaust,
some are unique to film and television studies, and some are placed in
heightened relief when the Holocaust is rendered in moving imagery. Not
all, to be sure, speak only to an American perspective.

At the outset, even a confirmed cinephile must acknowledge the
primacy of historical currents not film studies. To speak broadly, two main
lines of interpretation shape the grimmest of academic disciplines, the
field of Holocaust studies. The first line sees the Holocaust as unique and
unprecedented in human history, the logical culmination of 2,000 years of
anti-Semitism, the supreme expression of race hatred harnessed to the
destructive power of the modern state. What happened to the Jews
between 1933 and 1945 was an innovation. After all, the word “genocide”
first entered the language during the Nuremberg Trials, a coinage made
necessary by the postmortem tally from World War II. The second outlook
sees the first as too optimistic and naive. Genocide has been a time-
honored practice in human affairs since homo sapiens wiped out the
neanderthals during the Pleistocene Age. What happened to the Jews – and
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the Slavs, Gypsies, and sundry other so-called Untermenschen – repeats
the bloody rituals of a long tradition. The Armenians, Native Americans,
Australian Aborigines, Cambodians, Rwandans, the untold millions
exterminated in the USSR and in Communist China – all these peoples,
whether targeted for reasons of race, class, ethnicity, or creed – were vict-
ims of genocidal campaigns no different in kind than that inflicted upon
European Jewry by Nazi Germany. As Richard Rubenstein argues in The
Cunning of History: The Holocaust and the American Future, “utterly
mistaken is any view that would isolate Nazism and its supreme expres-
sion, bureaucratic mass murder and the bureaucratically administrated
society of total domination, from the mainstream of Western culture.”1

Yet in any litany of genocidal horrors, the Holocaust remains the classic
case, the emblematic instance, the horror with the highest profile. In this,
it is unmistakably unique and for a unique reason. As culture, if not
history, the destruction of the European Jews achieved pre-eminence – at
least in part – on the authority of the moving imagery that documents and
dramatizes it. Just as World War II remains the twentieth century event
most thoroughly chronicled by 35 mm film, so the Holocaust is the
genocide most thoroughly recorded and portrayed by the motion picture
camera. From the newsreels released to an astonished world in April and
May 1945 – the locus classicus of Holocaust cinema – to the ongoing
flood of archival documentaries, docu-dramas, and action-adventure fare
– the sheer quantity and exceptional force of the film footage makes the
Holocaust singular among genocides. Not to be glib, but the Holocaust has
been a motion-picture-friendly event. A point of etymology is germane:
the upper case designation “Holocaust” did not enter the language as a
universal referent for the destruction of European Jewry until 1978, upon
the telecast of the NBC miniseries of the same name.

In confronting an ever-proliferating body of Holocaust-themed films
and television shows, the task of cataloging the material (a descriptive job
of work) is a necessary first step before ruminating over the aesthetic,
historical, technological, cultural, and, inevitably, moral questions (a
speculative act of interpretation) raised by representations of the Holo-
caust on screen. The first question is self-evident: just what is a Holocaust
film? Is it only a film that in documentary or dramatic form depicts the
historical moment of the Holocaust? Or is the definition elastic enough to
fit films that inquire into the causes, the details, the meaning, and the
legacy of the Holocaust? To appreciate the divergence of styles and
themes that fall under the rubric of Holocaust cinema, consider a pair of
likely entries. Vittorio De Sica’s The Garden of the Finzi-Continis (1971)
is a serene period piece, more a dappled love story than a political tract,
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but as the Fascist background noise escalates into a cacophony that
disrupts the quiet existence of a refined family of Italian Jews, history
breaks up the garden party and the intra-religious class distinctions
between aristocratic Jews and middle-class Jews collapse under the brand
of the all-encompassing yellow star.

In blunt contrast to the elegant style and plush design of The Garden of
the Finzi-Continis is the no-nonsense stance and low-tech resolution of
Claude Lanzmann’s epic documentary Shoah (1985). An investigation of
the bureaucracy of mass death as clinical and systematic as its subject, the
film fixes its gaze on the machinery of the Holocaust for every second of
its nine-and-a-half-hour running time while unwinding not one single
frame of archival newsreel footage.

A lush pageant and a blurry documentary: it would be difficult to
imagine two films more dissimilar in sensibility and style. Yet each is –
intuitively, indisputably – an exemplar of Holocaust cinema.

However, even with so common sense a notion of what fits the rough
criteria, the definitional lines of Holocaust cinema, as with any motion
picture genre, are bound to be hazy and porous. Inevitably, categories will
blur into each other and critics should not to be too dogmatic about
admission requirements. Just as the search for firm boundaries around
motion picture genres such as the musical or the Western buckle around
the edges, attempts to constrict the range of the Holocaust film are doomed
to failure. Nonetheless, a working definition can offer some helpful
guidance: Holocaust cinema embraces any motion picture or television
show, documentary or fictional, that derives its narrative content or
emotional core from the genocidal campaign waged by Nazi Germany,
pre-eminently but not exclusively, against European Jewry. It need not be
set during the Third Reich or depict Nazi depredations or concentration
camps, but its interest in the means of discrimination and extermination,
or the legacy of same, must be central not peripheral.

Again, to clarify the range of options while restricting the field, two
examples might be useful. A landmark treatment of the Holocaust on film,
Sidney Lumet’s The Pawnbroker (1965) is a somber portrait of a concen-
tration camp survivor trapped behind the bars of another kind of prison
as a pawnshop proprietor in Harlem. Suffused with Christian imagery and
climaxed with a Christ-like sacrifice, the film flashbacks from the Harlem
present to the Nazi past – sometimes in jump-cut glimpses, sometimes in
more extended reveries. Emotionally stunted, tormented by the “then” and
the “now” alike, the pawnbroker shuffles like a sleepwalker through his
own life, a survivor in name only. In a psychic sense, he has never been
truly liberated from the concentration camp.
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Seemingly light years away from the bleak milieu of The Pawnbroker,
Bryan Singer’s X-Men (2000) is a big budget fantasy awash in Computer
Generated Imagery and wondrous FX. Against expectations, however, it
opens with a striking prologue set in Poland in 1944. Evoking the mise en
scene of Schindler’s List (1993) more than the panels of Marvel Comics,
the scene shows a parade of yellow-starred Jews and tattooed workers
being led into a death camp. A young Jewish boy witnesses his family pass
through the gates, to certain death. When the boy tries to follow, he is
brutally beaten by Nazi guards. The trauma leaves him, a mutant with
telekinetic powers over magnetism, with an abiding hatred of all human-
ity. Yet no matter how disturbing the introduction – and the prologue does
send out an emotional and thematic energy for the reminder of the film –
the Holocaust backstory in X-Men, unlike The Pawnbroker, is not central
to the narrative. X-Men references the Holocaust, but does not confront it.

Scanning a sampling of likely films through this definitional filter can
generate a modest taxonomy for Holocaust cinema. The conventional
cinematic divide – between documentary and fiction – fixes the bound-
aries of the two main entries. Types of documentary include:

1. The archival originals: documentary footage shot between 1933
and 1945 by any of the Axis or Allied powers, whether by commercial
newsreel outfits or government agencies, whether professionally polished
cinema or amateur home movies. Almost always in grainy black and
white, the newsreels and kindred material comprise the privileged
documentary record of the Holocaust, bequeathing a montage of indelible
horrors and stark images: crematoria, corpses (“stacked like cordwood”),
mass graves, tattooed forearms, the skeletal physiques and vacant eyes of
survivors. So well known and incessantly unwound is this cinematic
heritage, that the discovery of new archival originals can have an eerie and
hypnotic impact, especially if shot in the rarer format of color. Exemplars
include raw footage from the US Army Signal Corps and the newsreel
issues.

2. The archival documentary: far and away the most popular entry in
the Holocaust genre, the postwar archival documentary sets footage from
the past in relief against testimony from the present, drawing on the
archival originals, supplemented and intercut with eyewitness and expert
testimony, to uncover the horrors of 1933–45. All the standard techniques
of documentary cinema are exploited for emotional impact (invisible
editing, inquisitive camera movements, voiceover narration, commentat-
ing music), but the impulse is mainly historical, the theme an emphatic
“Never Forget!” Exemplars include Alain Resnais’ pioneering Night and
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Fog (1955) and the “Genocide” episode from Thames Television’s
magisterial The World at War series (1975).

3. The documentary meditation: whereas the archival documentary
tends to be single-mindedly historical in cast, the documentary meditation
tends to be pensive and philosophical in temper. Rather than the emphatic
declaration “Never Forget!” the plaintive query “How Did It Happen?”
motivates the enterprise – though sometimes the tone may shift to the
accusative (“How Could We Let It Happen?”). The inquiring expert – an
historian or, increasingly, the filmmaker on a personal quest – is often
granted equal screen time with survivors. Exemplars include Marcel
Ophuls’ The Sorrow and the Pity (1969) and Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah
(1985).

4. The documentary biopic: the intersection of wartime history and
personal biography, the documentary biopic focuses on a single person,
family unit, or informal cohort whose fate serves as synecdoche for the
wider terror. Family photo albums and private home movies unwind as
contrast to the Big Picture pageant of history; the testimony of relatives,
not experts, tends to dominate the screen time. By turns a tribute to human
endurance and a poignant eulogy for the dead, the documentary biopic
seeks to give a single face to the mind-numbing statistics. Exemplars
include Kitty: A Return to Auschwitz (1979) and Jon Blair’s Anne Frank
Remembered (1997). A variant of the form is the documentary memoir, in
which the filmmaker undertakes a personal journey of discovery about his
or her own family’s Holocaust-torn past while exploring an intriguing
tributary of Holocaust scholarship, such as Aviva Slesin’s Secret Lives:
Hidden Children and Their Rescuers During WWII (2002).

Types of drama include:

1. The docu-drama: set during the Third Reich, somber in tone and
serious in purpose, the Holocaust docu-drama recruits history in the
service of melodrama – and vice versa. Almost always, Nazi depredations
are depicted in realistic terms and the aesthetic stance purports to deny the
pleasures of traditional Hollywood narrative while dutifully exploiting
cinematic conventions to tug at emotions and quicken the pulse. Exemp-
lars include the TV miniseries Holocaust (1978) and Steven Spielberg’s
Schindler’s List (1993).

2. The generic hybrid: the grafting of the Holocaust either as fore-
ground event or narrative backstory onto traditional film genres such as
psychological portraits, thrillers, action adventures, and biopics. Though
the Holocaust is the emotional hook and dramatic fulcrum for the
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narrative, it may also be a kind of McGuffin, propelling a more-or-less
conventional three-act dramaturgy. As the most open-ended and therefore
most popular of the non-documentary variants, the generic hybrid or
allegory drawing on the Holocaust tends to complicate matters of
definition (“What is a Holocaust film?”). Exemplars include The Pawn-
broker (1965), John Schlesinger and William Goldman’s Marathon Man
(1976), Franklin F. Schaffner and Ira Levin’s The Boys from Brazil (1978),
and Alan J. Pakula and William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice (1982).

3. Artistic experiments and provocations: a catch-all category for
avowedly confrontational or controversial depictions of the Holocaust on
screen. At one end, it encompasses works of high purpose and experi-
mental nature whose treatment of the Holocaust is counter-intuitive and
audacious but still manifestly earnest and sincere. Exemplars include Sean
Mathias and Martin Sherman’s Bent (1997) and Roberto Beningni’s Life
Is Beautiful (1998). At the other extreme, the films – sometimes dubbed
“Nazi chic” or “concentration camp chic” – may revel in the ethos and
iconography of the Third Reich and even the Holocaust to titillate
spectators by eroticizing Nazi regalia and showcasing the nudity, sado-
masochism, and bondage associated with the concentration camps. Where
the generic hybrid foregrounds questions of definition, the artistic
provocation highlights questions of decency (“Is this appropriation of the
Holocaust beyond the pale?”). Exemplars include Liliana Cavani’s The
Night Porter (1974) and Lina Wertmuller’s Seven Beauties (1976).

If the above categories may be accepted as a rough map to the terrain
of Holocaust cinema, four frames of analysis suggest themselves:
aesthetic, historical, technological, and cultural. As with the generic
categories, each angle of inquiry trespasses freely into adjacent territory.

The Aesthetic Bind

Aesthetics are always operative: Holocaust cinema is not a transcendent
realm beyond artistic technique. Formal questions of beauty, tone,
technique, and representation are crucial and unavoidable. Even in
Holocaust cinema, the joy of creation inspires the filmmaker and the
pleasure of the text lures the spectator. For many film critics, taking their
cue from the literary tradition, the Holocaust is cheapened by too much
flash and artifice: an austere, quiet, and understated tone is held to be more
suitable than the ripe histrionics of sudsy melodrama or the bluster of
vengeful action adventure. In Holocaust cinema, as in a Holocaust
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memoir, a blank, unblinking gaze packs more punch than a tear-stained
wail to heaven. Compare, in Schindler’s List, the crisp execution of a
female engineer with the lachrymose soliloquy recited in the final reel. A
telling instance of a bad aesthetic choice sabotaging Holocaust cinema
occurs in the documentary Anne Frank Remembered, namely, the selec-
tion of the actress Glenn Close to play the voice of Anne Frank. The
instantly recognizable tones of the strong-willed, middle-aged, full-boned
Yankee woman reading the diary of the precocious, pubescent German-
Dutch girl ring out only as a reminder of vocal miscasting. Close is mature,
strong, and self possessed; Anne is young, vulnerable, and still a-borning.

The most important aesthetic choice comes at the very outset: tragedy
or comedy, docu-drama or fantasy? When screening the Holocaust, entire
motion picture genres are deemed off limits, none more so than comedy.
Interestingly, the two most notable comic treatments of the Holocaust
were produced in Italy not Hollywood: Seven Beauties and Life Is
Beautiful, both of which generated heated controversy for farcical antics
set in concentration camps.

If a live action depiction of the Holocaust must not be comically
cartoonish, still less should actual cartoons be employed to caricature the
most grotesque of realities. The prospect of a full-length animated cartoon
portraying death camp existence may seem like a sick joke, but the high
concept has circulated around Hollywood for years. In 1986, Art Spiegel-
man’s comic book Maus: A Survivor’s Tale took a conceit appalling on its
face and created one of the most powerful depictions of the Holocaust in
print – and indeed proved that the comic medium was especially well
suited to the tragic meaning. The ultimate destiny of Spiegelman’s
brilliant, media-minded “tour de force” may well be on the motion picture
screen, perhaps even under the corporate logo of Disney Pictures.

Finally, aesthetics shade the meaning of Holocaust cinema in another
colorful if often unintended way. As in Milton’s Paradise Lost, where
Satan is the most magnetic character speaking the best lines, the full-
throated villainy of the Nazi oppressor limns a more charismatic screen
character than the meek nobility of the Jewish victim. “The trouble with
Eichmann,” Hannah Arendt famously observed, “was precisely that there
were so many like him, and that they were neither perverted not sadistic,
that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal.”2 By contrast,
the trouble with Nazis in Holocaust cinema is that they are so terribly and
terrifyingly attractive. Susan Sontag’s phrase “fascinating fascism” well
conjures the affinity of Nazi characters and costuming to celluloid.
Michael Moriarty’s performance as Dorf in Holocaust and Ralph Fiennes’
performance as Goetz in Schindler’s List are probably the two best known



Thomas Doherty

330

examples. Confess: how dreary would each film be were it not for its
deliciously satanic Nazi villains?

The Historical Baseline

In Visions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Our Idea of the Past,
historian Robert A. Rosenstone expressed something of an academic
consensus when he declared that “film changes the rules of the historical
game, insisting on its own sort of truths, truths which arise from a visual
and aura realm that is difficult to capture in words.”3 Holocaust cinema
defies the maxim: In this area, critics, historians, and most audiences insist
on applying the old rules of the historical game. Of all the motion picture
genres “inspired by actual events,” none is held to sterner standards for
historical accuracy than Holocaust cinema. A lighthearted costume drama
or overblown biblical epic may with impunity ignore the historical record
and narrative credibility: Holocaust cinema must adhere closely to known
facts and plausible scenarios.

Normally so ready to sacrifice historical accuracy in the service of sure-
fire entertainment, Hollywood has been more likely than not to embrace
an ethos of somber realism to achieve dramatic impact and acquire moral
ballast in depicting the Holocaust. Of course, many crucial details – the
precise rendering of the concentration camp milieu and the physical
condition of the inmates – cannot be conjured with utter fidelity to the
source. Even the most megalomaniacal auteur cannot starve a cast into
eighty-pound skeletons. As Lance Morrow ruefully observed after
watching the execution scenes in the TV miniseries Holocaust: the victims
will always look like “extras jumping on cue.”4

Not incidentally, the relaxation of censorship constraints has encou-
raged the adoption of an aesthetic of brutal frankness in the depiction of
the violence, torture, and gore of the death camps. In fact, the high
seriousness of the Holocaust genre grants special dispensation from the
normal censorship standards applied to motion pictures rated by the
Motion Picture Association of America and television programming
subject to oversight by network standards and practices departments.
This was especially true in the case of the TV mini-series Holocaust
and the first network telecast of Schindler’s List, both of which, in their
day, flaunted a shocking amount of explicit violence and nudity.

In terms of historical accuracy, Holocaust documentaries, even more
than docu-dramas, are subject to a level of critical examination usually
accorded only scholarly monographs. As a result, the credibility of two
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recurrent documentary characters has invited special scrutiny and due
skepticism:

1. The unimpeachable eyewitness: either the warrior, the stalwart
fighter who has endured the crucible of combat in the just cause of World
War II, or the victim, the innocent sufferer and survivor of the Holocaust
who has withstood torment beyond imagining. The moral statute of the
warrior or the survivor grants an esteem to the speaker and a verification
to the testimony that, when validated by the eye of the camera, seems
above reproach. “The witness has the authority no one else has,” declares
Eli Wiesel, whose own unimpeachable presence has lent authority to more
than one archival documentary.5 The wary historian knows that the human
memory recalling traumatic events from over half a century ago will tend
to suppress, forget, embroider, and remember it all as actual fact. Clearly
too, many eyewitnesses featured in archival documentaries have told their
stories more than once; some speak with the pacing and eloquence of the
practiced raconteur. Yet the apparatus of cinematic grammar invariably
baths eyewitnesses in an aura of credence and respect – though, some-
times, surely, they do not deserve it.

2. The star witness: a subset of the unimpeachable witness, the star
witness is the natural character actor, a mediagenic presence from the
world of ordinary people whose articulate testimony, engaging person-
ality, ready wit, and made-to-order visage dominates the screen space. In
Shoah, the Polish resistance fighter Jan Karski fits this bill, as does past
victim and present US Congressman Tom Lantos in James Moll’s The Last
Days (1998). A cautionary instance of star witness con artistry is Dr Leon
Bass, the dynamic speaker from the notoriously duplicitous documentary
by William Miles and Nina Rosenblum, Liberators: Fighting on Two
Fronts in World War II (1992). In a riveting screen performance, Bass
holds forth to wrenching effect – though much of what he says is in the
opinion of this writer, patently fabricated.6

The Technological Breakthroughs

Lately, a series of astonishing advances in make-up, special effects, and
(especially) Computer Generated Imagery (CGI) have narrowed the
distance between the apparently real and the obviously fabricated, even
in the realm of Holocaust cinema. Tim Blake Nelson’s The Grey Zone
(2002), a searing depiction of a sonderkommando revolt in the Auschwitz
death camp in 1944, may mark a kind of tipping point for cinematic
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representations of the Holocaust. The sonderkommandos were a unit of
Jewish prisoners forced to perform the unimaginable tasks of corralling
Nazi victims into the gas chambers, of hauling stacks of corpses onto carts,
and of shoving the remains into the crematorium ovens. In The Grey Zone,
that job of work is depicted with an unflinching eye to the graphic and the
grotesque. Likewise, Episode #9 of HBO’s miniseries Band of Brothers
(2001) recreates the environs of a liberated concentration camp and the
physical condition of the emaciated inmates with an unprecedented level
of verisimilitude. All of the instruments of Hollywood magic have been
orchestrated to make the unimaginable true-to-life.

Taken together, the profound technological innovations that have
transformed computer-age motion pictures may one day alter the land-
scape of Holocaust cinema. When the technology of photofabrication, in
videotape and cinema no less than the still picture, outpaces the ability of
the spectator to detect it, the integrity and veracity of any moving image,
perhaps the whole notion of documentary cinema, is called into question.
The tell-tale indicators of tampering by which a discerning eye could once
perceive alterations in the photographic image – the difference in film
grain, the visible lines in airbrushing, the mismatch of lighting and
background – have been wiped clean by seamless matching, “morphing,”
and digital editing techniques. Thus, though the computer revolution in
motion picture art has allowed filmmakers to achieve unprecedented
levels of verisimilitude in Holocaust cinema, it also has the potential to
undercut the status of the archival originals. Once unimpeachable
testimony of the reality of the Holocaust – 35 mm photography being the
template of truth – film is now an infinitely malleable medium, no more
a reliable reflection of reality than any other pictorial expression.

Iconic still images of the Holocaust have already been altered and
exhibited as artworks, notably at the controversial show on the Holocaust
and Art hosted by the Jewish Museum in New York in 2002. So far, on the
theatrical screen, the Holocaust remains a sacred preserve. However, the
rule of motion picture technology holds that if the FX means exists to
achieve an effect, filmmakers will deploy them. In short, if Forrest Gump
can appear in newsreel footage from the Kennedy administration, he can
also pop up at Bergen-Belsen.

The Cultural Angle

Hollywood has been a major player in a cultural usurpation that has been
dubbed “the Americanization of the Holocaust,” a movement that has
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shifted scholarly and dramatic attention away from the site of the event
onto American shores.7 The very title of Martin Ostrow’s documentary
America and the Holocaust: Deceit and Indifference (1994) signposts this
trend – as does the billing in the hierarchy of importance. The focus will
be America.

Of course, Hollywood is also the most prominent site for the success
and influence of American Jews. Kinship networks and vicarious identifi-
cations have obviously heightened interest in, and eased the production
path for, Holocaust-themed scenarios. As Steven Spielberg explained
during the filming of Schindler’s List, one of his animating motivations
was to pay homage to his Jewish kinsmen and to repent for the frivolous
depiction of Nazism in his Indiana Jones films. However, the box office
returns, high ratings, and critical regard accrued by Holocaust-minded
productions from Hollywood demonstrate an appeal beyond a niche
market of American Jews. This is curious: whatever else the Holocaust is,
it is a European event inflicted by Europeans on Europeans. Perhaps
America – the city on the hill, the last best hope of mankind, the self-styled
center of the universe – simply cannot abide the thought that the most
dramatic event in twentieth century history happened on foreign shores
and involves it only tangentially.

As guideposts for inquiry into the most discomforting of motion picture
genres, the definitions, categories, and speculations proffered above are
preliminary and tentative: meant to be suggestive not prescriptive.
Speaking with calculated hyperbole, Eli Wiesel once declared that the only
decent response to the Holocaust was silence, advice he never followed
either on the page or on screen. In the age of the moving image, an
historical event whose looming presence is so powerfully yoked to
moving imagery, and whose raw material offers such fertile field for
documentary, melodrama, and action-adventure, will continue to be drawn
on, and exploited, for motion pictures and television shows. The best the
critic can do is to look closely at the history and the cinema before
presuming to break that silence.
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19
The Radicalization of German Memory
in the Age of its Commercial
Reproduction: Hitler and the Third
Reich in the TV Documentaries of
Guido Knopp

Wulf Kansteiner

Since the mid-1990s the historical documentaries of Guido Knopp have
dominated the German airwaves and cable systems. No other type of
historical programming, let alone any other type of historical representa-
tion, has reached as many citizens and consumers. No other vision of
history had the same success in shaping Germany’s collective memory of
the Nazi era.1 This outcome is the result of a complicated interaction
between market forces, the evolution of modern communication technolo-
gies, and the generational dynamisms of Germany’s historical culture. But
at the heart of the Knopp phenomenon are the radical visual aesthetics of
a new type of historical documentary that were crafted by Guido Knopp
over the course of ten years and that have been effectively reproduced
under his supervision by a small, cohesive, and privileged group of
television makers in the Zweite Deutsche Fernsehen (ZDF).

The aesthetics of these programs are easily described and criticized. The
numerous ZDF documentary mini-series about the Third Reich, which
were released in the last ten years, rely on an attractive combination of fast
cuts, iconic references, dialectics of color and black-and-white footage,
dramatic music, an aura of authenticity, and a compelling narrative
framework that is delivered in short, distinguished sound bites. On the
visual level the programs combine eyewitness testimony, original photos
and Nazi footage, blurry simulations of historical events, and short clips
of historical sites, often with Knopp’s reassuring presence in the fore-
ground. Constant change keeps these different elements in motion and the
viewers alert. The eyewitnesses, dramatically illuminated by spotlights,
are never allowed to say more than a few sentences at a time; the photos
are taped so that they appear like moving images; the original footage,
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featuring Nazi propaganda highlights, is digitally manipulated whenever
the feed is not “up to speed” or when the images are already so familiar
to the audience that some alienation devices seem appropriate; the
staged historical events are shot with hand-held, subjective cameras that
deliver unstable images with little informational value but lots of visual
appeal. Each of these segments lasts less than a minute and often only
seconds.2

The ZDF staff further accentuates the dynamic visual collages through
carefully calibrated sound tracks that add sound effects to silent footage,
introduce dramatic scores (with a particular partiality to Wagner and Klaus
Doldinger), and rely on the sonorous voice of Christian Brückner (the
German voice of Robert de Niro) to enact the script.3 The voice-over as
well as Knopp’s remarks on the screen seem beyond reproach since they
deliver only politically correct messages. The statements eloquently
express the anti-anti-Nazi stance of their authors and impress upon the
audience a general pacifist worldview and the need for international
reconciliation. In addition, the commentary renders explicit one of the
visual and conceptual construction principles of the programs and thus ties
together the potentially dispersive images. In most cases the material
unfolds along the conventional trajectory of the biography of Adolf Hitler.
His actions, crimes, and neuroses, explicated in the commentary, integrate
the Nazi footage, the eyewitness testimony, and the play scenes. The films
feature two additional key subjects, the war and the Holocaust, but they
are always visually and conceptually anchored in Hitler’s objectives and
obsessions. However, while the commentary links the different compo-
nents of the programs and introduces one reading of the material, it never
controls the semantic possibilities that Knopp’s high-speed documentaries
entail. In fact, as the new paradigm has taken shape the discursive level
of interpretation has become increasingly detached from the visual text.
A very appealing, provocative, and transgressive vision of Nazism has
emerged that belies the politically correct messages and opens venues of
identification that are engaging, revisionist, and, as some critics have
charged, even fascist in nature.

It has to be appreciated that Knopp is really the first German television
maker who has focused directly and extensively on Hitler. In the past, a
few important documentary films have been made about the Führer, most
important Erwin Leiser’s Mein Kampf and Joachim Fest’s Hitler: Eine
Karriere,4 but on television Hitler was both omni-present and marginal;
he appeared in almost all programs about the Nazi past but was very rarely
the primary subject of these shows.5 Since the second half of the 1990s
the Knopp school has explicitly restored Hitler to his position as a central



The Radicalization of German Memory

337

historical agent for the benefit of generations of Germans who are quite
unfamiliar with the historical record.

Even this superficial analysis illustrates that the specific achievements
of the documentaries are visual in nature. The juxtaposition of very
familiar material with novel and surprising images, for instance, color
photographs from 1938 or simulated walks through Hitler’s bunker, and
the acceleration of this mix to neck-breaking speed represents an under-
appreciated feast of television editing.6 Unlike past productions, the films
of the Knopp school are truly visual texts. Up until the 1980s German TV
documentaries were primarily discursive constructs whose producers used
visual material as illustrations or refractions of their intellectual concepts.7

But even the best compilation, essay, or interview films produced in this
tradition quickly became anachronisms with limited audience appeal as
the medium evolved into a visually driven communication tool, especially
in the context of the commercialization of German television after 1984.
Knopp and his associates have taken the important step of bringing the
genre of historical documentary up to date by relegating discourse to a
secondary position in which it only assists the visual record but does not
create its meaning. The resulting, complex weave of visual stimuli is
clearly appreciated by the viewers. In fact, the films have been produced
in collaboration with the audience since Knopp has developed the new
paradigm partly in response to consumer feedback.

In contrast to the general audience, many professional and academic
critics of Knopp’s vision of history fail to understand his innovation.
Reviewers have been too critical and too forgiving at the same time. They
might appreciate the politically correct messages of the script or lash out
against the intellectually insipid commentaries; either way they fail to
understand that the script represents a marginal component in the overall
design of the programs. In the same vein, critics have condemned the
staged simulations of historical events and the digital manipulations of
photographs and Nazi footage as superfluous technical frills and ridiculed
Knopp’s persistent search for new, unfamiliar visual material without
realizing that these elements are at the core of the new language of history.
As a result, the really important questions regarding the semantics of the
new visual discourse and its relationship to Nazi culture have rarely been
directly addressed. How did the new discourse evolve and how does the
elaborate regimen of signs function on the primary, visual level? What
interpretations of Nazism are suggested to the audience and how do these
messages differ from the messages of Nazi visual culture on which the
programs rely so heavily?
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After Guido Knopp started working for the ZDF in 1978, he soon
appeared on the screen as the moderator of a television discussion, a role
he played frequently in the following decades.8 In that capacity, he became
involved in a high-profile project called Narben, whose production history
illustrates what problems German television makers faced when they tried
to respond to the media event Holocaust that had taken everybody by
surprise in January 1979.9 Broadcast by the ARD, the ZDF’s only
competitor in the age of the public television monopoly, the four parts of
Holocaust had reached an average of 12 million viewers in 36 per cent of
West Germany’s television households.10 This audience response to the
US blockbuster made painfully clear that German television had neither
recognized nor satisfied a popular demand for contemporary history. Not
surprisingly, the media event caused hectic activity inside the public
stations as television makers tried to get back in touch with their audience.
The ZDF project Narben, developed in collaboration with Polish tele-
vision, represents one of these attempts of making amends. The docu-
drama focused on the tumultuous history of Danzig/Gdansk in the
twentieth century and approached the topic from the perspective of two
actual individuals – one Polish, one German – who were born in the city
before World War II.11 Intended to advance the cause of German-Polish
reconciliation and provide emotionally compelling everyday history, the
production became the subject of intense internal politics. The budget
spiraled out of control, one member of the production team entered
contractual agreements with the Polish partners that had not been approved
by the station’s administration, and the director general of the ZDF, Günter
von Hase, personally requested changes in the script, a highly unusual
event as he himself acknowledged.12 In the end, the program proved to be
an awkward, slow combination of documentary and docu-play with little
audience appeal. The three part series only reached a disappointing
average of 2.2 million viewers.13 Despite these shortcomings, Narben
became a modest PR-success because reviewers applauded its political
objectives.14

Knopp was not directly involved in the design or implementation of
Narben, but he had approached his superiors with the idea to organize a
live television discussion with prominent guests after the broadcast of the
last episode because the docu-drama would raise all kinds of emotions that
should be addressed in an open forum.15 Von Hase welcomed the initiative
with some “helpful” suggestions about the composition of the group of
discussants and the program was broadcast at 10:30 pm on 17 May
1981.16 The discussion like the preceding show caused a number of anti-
Polish phone calls, but it is remarkable that none of the seventy callers
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personally attacked Knopp who moderated the exchange on the screen.17

In addition, in the following days, several reviewers acknowledged
Knopp’s sensitive, intelligent performance as television host.18 The
participation in the project gave Knopp the opportunity to pass his first test
in the public arena of memory politics and gave him valuable insights into
the organization of international, high-profile memory events. If subse-
quent developments are any indication he made the most of that experience.

Knopp came to the ZDF at age 30 after a short career as a newspaper
journalist with Die Welt and the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. In 1981
he was already the de facto leader of the small ZDF subdivision for
programs on contemporary history.19 In that capacity he administered a
low profile weekly series that featured 15-minute-interviews with German
academics about all kinds of topical concerns and helped produce
programs about such diverse subjects as Hambach and nuclear power.20

Knopp turned to Nazi history and memory only after the broadcast of
Narben and after a couple of years of television experience.

Throughout the 1980s Knopp produced a string of fairly conventional
documentaries that reflected his fundamental beliefs about the history of
National Socialism and only occasionally foreshadowed the more radical
formal innovations of the 1990s. From the very beginning, Hitler was the
conceptual and visual center of these interventions. Even Knopp’s first
full-fledged television documentaries about the lack and failure of
German resistance began with spectacular coverage of the Führer.21

Subsequent programs went to great lengths to cast the German people in
the role of seduced victims of Hitler and his propaganda minister, for
instance the 1987 documentary about Goebbels entitled Der Verführer.22

On that occasion Knopp and his colleagues paraded a string of associates
of the propaganda minister, who enthusiastically attested to their former
boss’s exceptional intellectual powers and manipulative skills. Not
surprisingly, the reviewers of the broadcast admonished the lack of critical
distance and reproached Knopp for his refusal to explore the German
people’s willing participation in the dialectics of seduction.23

The programs of the 1980s already attested to Knopp’s skill in deline-
ating interpretations of Nazism that were acceptable to large segments of
German society, even if that meant projecting an anachronistic, politically
correct democratic consensus into the past. For instance, when exploring
Hitler’s rise to power the ZDF historians interviewed a range of contempo-
raries, from labor union activists and Communist Party members to
industrialists and military officers.24 This nicely balanced pool of
eyewitnesses, which reflected the ZDF’s permanent search for political
equilibrium between Germany’s political competitors, was asked about
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the reasons for their failure to resist Hitler’s chancellorship. While the
representatives of the left openly acknowledged their political and
strategic mistakes, the more conservative interviewees seemed a little
surprised by such inquiries since they had helped Hitler gain power in the
first place and had harbored no intentions of resistance, at least not for
many years.25 In this case, fairly conservative interpretations of Nazism
resulted from a sense of fairness, the ideal of Ausgewogenheit that is dear
to any journalist who wants to keep his job in public television. On other
occasions Knopp achieved the same effect by simply championing the
perspective of the average eyewitness. For this purpose he even com-
mitted a modest taboo infraction when he included detailed testimony
about rapes perpetrated by Soviet soldiers in a program on Trümmer-
frauen.26 But like other projects dedicated to the history of everyday life,
the program proved severely flawed because Knopp highlighted the
suffering of German civilians without providing the historical context of
the German crimes in the Soviet Union. The pitfalls of Alltagsgeschichte
had already been adamantly discussed by German historians and some
reviewers rejected Knopp’s highly selective representation of World War
II history.27

By the end of the 1980s Knopp had established himself at the ZDF as
a provider of well-researched historical documentaries for late night
audiences. With few exceptions his programs were scheduled after 10 pm,
and in that environment Knopp delivered respectable but not extra-
ordinary audience shares between 7 and 17 per cent of television house-
holds. The public networks were not yet facing serious commercial
competition and Knopp’s ratings, which reflected audiences between 1.5
and 5.5 million West German viewers, placed him in the mainstream of
late-night television information.28

Among more left leaning television critics, Knopp had gained a
reputation for his routine anniversary productions featuring apologetic
interpretations of the Third Reich that demonized Hitler and exculpated
his followers.29 From their perspective Knopp appeared as a staunch
defender and popularizer of the politics of memory of Chancellor Kohl
who launched an aggressive campaign of historical normalization and
national revival through museums, memorials and public rituals after he
came to power in 1982.30 Because of these political predilections Knopp
seemed a perfect match for the Regierungssender ZDF and it was not
surprising that he became a central figure in the media festivities during
the 40th anniversary of the Federal Republic in 1989 and the subsequent
media celebrations of German unification in 1990.31 His activism for the
cause of German unity pleased his superiors and gained Knopp the



The Radicalization of German Memory

341

Bundesverdienstkreuz but the constitutional patriotism of the anniversary
programs as well as the more conventional patriotism of the unification
shows elicited little enthusiasm among West German viewers.32 All
programs, including Knopp’s, produced mediocre ratings.33 The lack of
audience success might have encouraged Knopp to return to history and
shape the popular memory of events that viewers found much more
interesting than the “historic” liberation of their eastern brothers and
sisters.

The large-scale visual exploration of the history of World War II, which
Knopp launched in the 1990s, was already planned before unification and
Knopp had already developed ties to Soviet television to gain access to
new visual sources. But the disintegration of the Soviet Union made this
long-term collaboration much more attractive to the Russian partners.
Over the next decade the television historians of the ZDF pioneered the
exploitation of Eastern European film archives that proved to be gold
mines for Western media corporations. Opening this vault allowed Knopp
to present his viewers with a seemingly endless supply of new footage of
their favorite historical topic – Hitler and the Nazis, but he still faced one
serious challenge. There is no indication that Knopp was particularly
concerned about the critical reception of his work among intellectuals who
regularly admonished that television in general and Knopp in particular
failed to provide the type of accurate, analytically ambitious historical
representations that they appreciated in the publications of their colleagues
in academia.34 But Knopp’s public statements of the time indicate that he
shared the assessments of some more supportive critics who pointed out
that German television had not found a recipe for interesting, visually and
emotionally compelling historical documentaries, which avoided discurs-
ive overload and had true mainstream appeal.35 In the realm of television
fiction Holocaust, Heimat, and many other, less famous television plays
had shown how the general audience could be integrated into the import-
ant task of collective remembrance.36 But factual, documentary television
had never followed suit and a closer look at the aesthetics of Knopp’s early
programs explains this shortcoming. Despite all his efforts Knopp still
produced illustrated history lectures. The voice-over commentaries,
delivered in terse, fairly monotone voices dominated the productions. The
footage of historical sites and eyewitness accounts remained static. The
interviewees delivered long-winded, staged testimony that occasionally
exposed their shameful past conduct and dubious rationalizations for the
few experts in front of the screen, but had little appeal for the uninitiated.37

When Knopp himself appeared on the screen, which was increasingly the
case, he sometimes came across as an arrogant lecturer talking down to
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his audience, or worse, like a student in an exam.38 As a result, the Nazi
newsreels remained the most exciting, dynamic component of the
programs.

The situation began to change slowly in the late 1980s as the Knopp
productions picked up speed and displayed more visual complexity. After
these modest innovations, some reviewers quickly complained about
hectic storylines and visual overloads.39 These reactions reflected the
increasing impatience among intellectuals with the lack of analytical depth
in Knopp’s programs and were hardly representative for the opinion of the
general audience. But it is very likely that the viewers and television
administrators of the 1980s were also not yet ready for the radical
aesthetics and reinterpretations of German history that Knopp was aiming
for. The viewers’ familiarity with fast-paced, commercial television and
the administrators’ fear of competition were preconditions for the
development and successful reception of Knopp’s later works. In 1988 this
familiarity and fear did not yet exist because privately owned networks,
introduced in 1984, had not yet reached sizable audiences and the
administrators in the powerful public television stations had not yet
realized the full extent of the coming threat. By the early 1990s, however,
when Knopp achieved his aesthetic and audience breakthrough, the
viewers were familiar with the pace and style of commercial television and
the administrators had felt the pressure of competition. Both groups could
now appreciate Knopp’s attempt to emulate and compete with that new
style of television. Consequently, only the transformation of the West
German television landscape into a dual system of commercial and public
networks created the cultural and political basis for the radicalization of
German memory after unification.40

Knopp’s early programs already featured some of the components of
his later successes. Already in the early 1980s Knopp added machine gun
sounds to the silent footage of mass executions, used segments of feature
films, and staged historical events (all of which the critics dutifully
objected to).41 But the programs still lacked the Gesamtkunstwerk effect
based on the elegant integration of image and sound and, most important,
speed and scale. For instance, Knopp had yet to realize that eyewitness
testimony, which helps to create an aura of authenticity, is best accelerated
by “cutting the interviewee to pieces,” – by using only small sound bites
at a time that correspond exactly to the parallel moving images. All these
innovations were gradually introduced as Knopp took on his most
dramatic subject matter, World War II and Hitler and his henchmen, who
had already once before been the subject of a sustained, polished and very
successful media campaign.
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Knopp used the many historical anniversaries of 1989 to delineate a
vague outline of his goals as a documentary filmmaker.42 But his public
commitment to suspenseful, biographically structured programs has very
little to say about his concrete media strategies and certainly does not
capture the interesting aesthetic innovations that were developed in the
ZDF in the coming years. In addition, the first sequels of Knopp’s long
World War II epic, Die Saat des Krieges, broadcast in the same year, still
reflects conventional historiographical ambition and, as a consequence, is
not very compelling as a visual document.43 The first part reconstructs in
great detail the diplomatic intrigues before and during the Munich treaty.
The viewer is quickly lost in a maze of names and locations that are strung
together by a complicated, long-winded commentary with few visual
highlights. The included visual gimmicks do not change that experience
– in fact, they remain gimmicks precisely because they appear so out of
place. We see blurry figures behind glass doors engaged in hectic
negotiations in Czech that are conveniently summarized for us by the
voice-over comment. We see a ghost-like, faceless Hitler planning military
mischief, and we observe an unintentionally comic Guido Knopp in front
of the historic conference hotel pretending that Chamberlain and Hitler are
just behind those walls and could walk out any second. Stretching his
talents as an actor Knopp showed considerable commitment to the cause
of filmmaking but little ingenuity as a filmmaker.44

That changed when the production of Der verdammte Krieg began in
1991 and the attack on the Soviet Union was jointly reenacted by the ZDF
and Gosteleradio in Moscow.45 Providing most of the funds, the German
station was the dominant force of the production and the final cut was
determined in Mainz, not in Moscow.46 Nevertheless, the public relations
officers of the ZDF emphasized the themes of partnership and reconcili-
ation and announced the project with great pathos and hyperbole. The
series, they said, deals with “the biggest battle in world history . . . which
stood for many decades like an ocean of blood and tears between Russians
and Germans.”47 But now, after fifty years, the pioneering collaboration
would bring the one, indivisible truth and the message of peace and
reconciliation to the viewers “between Aachen and Görlitz, between Brest
and Wladiwostok.”48 The geographical ambition and pride, vaguely
reminiscent of Hitler’s obsession with colonial empires in the East,
illustrates the uneasy combination of pacifist intentions and militaristic
jargon characteristic for the whole series.49 As the language slips its
peaceful moorings and begins to celebrate the Sixth Army that “accomp-
lishes its handiwork with deadly precision,” the images enact an epic
struggle that makes it difficult for the German viewers not to root for “their
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team”, which faces extraordinary obstacles in the depth of the Russian
steppe.50

Befitting such an exceptional competition the coverage begins with
profiles of the cranky team leaders, Hitler and Stalin, and analyses of the
line-up. The subsequent clashing of the titans is cast in the simple,
compelling, and balanced aesthetics of a sports event as the German men
advance swiftly on the screen, preferably from left to right, and are met
by equally determined Soviet troops, including Cossacks on horseback
flying from right to left. In the “brutal, dirty war on both sides” the men
serve with great courage and suffer from the inhumane conditions and the
destructive orders of their dictators and generals, as the selected eyewit-
nesses confirm repeatedly.51 In some respects the Germans are more
brutal, but their exceptionally vicious crimes are perpetrated against
bystanders of the war and therefore not of much concern for the film-
makers (or, presumably, their audience).52 In the meantime, like cheer-
leaders, the women eagerly support the war efforts in the armament
industries at home. Finally, as with all good sports events, the competition
is decided by chance. An untimely uprising in Yugoslavia, the early onset
of winter with mud and snow, betrayal by spies, and the repeated irrational
decisions of the Führer seal the fate of the German team. For the German
viewers this approach sets in motion a string of attractive counterfactuals:
what if the attack had been earlier, the winter later, or the Führer brighter?
These questions and their answers, clearly implied by the films, expose the
not so hidden emotional point of gravity of the whole undertaking.53 The
“we” in “we would have won” is right below the attractive visual surface
and even more powerful because that affirmative “we” in relation to World
War II has no place in the official culture of the Federal Republic.
Occasionally, that “we” even sneaks in through the back door, for instance
when Knopp turns to his Russian counterpart with the great line “All the
sacrifices did not count for our dictator. What about yours?”54

The intellectual content of the series amounts to little more than above
ironic summary but this simplistic emplotment is delivered with an
exceptional wealth of finely tuned images. The subject matter and the
international cooperation suggest the overall binary plot structure of the
series, made possible by stunning visual material, especially from the
Soviet archives. Rare color footage of the war reduces the distance
between past and present and draws the viewers into the events. Engaging
eyewitness testimony, by survivors who enjoy returning to their sites of
memory, celebrates the courage and resilience of the average soldier.
Dynamic black and white battle scenes attest to the awesome scale of the
war, and the propaganda shots of the dictators remind the viewer, like the
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contemporaries, who was pulling the strings. The images and the contrast-
ing rhythmic editing drive the narrative, set up the epic competition, and
define the emotional stakes.

For the first time in Knopp’s career as a television maker the language
of the script, however revealing it may be, became subservient to a very
attractive, transgressive visual text. Knopp and his associates might not
even have been aware of their accomplishments (which made it easier for
them to continue to attach simple, politically correct messages to much
more ambivalent, provocative productions) but the aesthetics that came
into existence when they reworked the intrinsically dramatic events of
World War II with access to great material and within the context of an
international collaboration produced a documentary paradigm that was the
appropriate German answer to Holocaust precisely because it provided a
much more honest reflection of German collective memory. It was also a
fitting answer because Der verdammte Krieg, like Holocaust before, came
into existence in a commercially charged environment, which encouraged
television makers to take political risks and test the limits of historical
taste. Few intellectual observers clearly perceived the change and even
fewer were able to put them into language. Focusing on the explicit
political and historical messages of the production they took issue with the
tiresome political correctness, the overemphasis on questions of military
strategy, and the fast, suspense-driven plot structure.55 Occasionally, the
critics went even further and argued that Der verdammte Krieg simply
reinforced the visual and discursive codes of Nazi propaganda, resurrected
the pathos of the front experience, and obliterated the question of German
guilt.56 But they often missed the real subject and achievements of the
films, which have nothing to do with historical analysis, least of all
historiographical analysis, and deal instead with honor, fate, myth,
heroism, and, most important, repressed German military pride. As a
sophisticated collage Der verdammte Krieg does not double Nazi aesthet-
ics and propaganda. Rather, Knopp and Co. translate the topics of Nazi
discourse into the visual and political languages of the late twentieth
century and present a highly ambivalent, suspenseful film that is driven
by its own internal contradictions, especially between its explicit political
message and its aesthetic revisionism. This makes for good entertainment
for today’s audiences precisely because the programs are not direct
reflections of Nazism but fragmented and fractured visions of the past
that offer audiences the exceptional pleasure of remaining within the
political consensus of the German democratic mainstream while playfully
exploring the perspectives of the former perpetrators in a collective
setting.
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The ratings of Der verdammte Krieg look solid but unspectacular until
one takes into consideration the rapidly changing television landscape in
Germany in the 1990s. The first six episodes in June 1991 reached an
average of 4.2 million viewers, the second installment of five episodes in
January 1993, focusing on Stalingrad, was watched by 4.6 million, and the
final six episodes of March/April 1995, covering the events until the end
of the war, still attracted 3.8 million viewers.57 Considering that the ZDF’s
overall market shares dropped from 25.4 to 14.7 per cent during the same
period as result of commercial competition, the ratings represent an
extraordinary success.58

The ratings indicate that many audience members considered Der
verdammte Krieg the most interesting or the least objectionable program
available at that point in time, but the viewers’ involvement in the story
on the screen could still fall anywhere within the wide spectrum between
curious indifference and intense participation.59 However, there are good
reasons to assume that the latter is more likely than the former because an
unusually large number of consumers of Knopp TV tend to engage in an
active process of communication with the station during and after the
broadcast of the shows through mail, telephone, and recently also e-mail.
The number of letters and phone calls is very small in relation to the total
audience. Their content is hardly representative, but viewers of Knopp
documentaries are more likely to contact the station than viewers of other
programs on the topic of Nazism.60

In response to Der verdammte Krieg the ZDF received a number of anti-
Semitic and anti-Russian phone calls that have accompanied many
programs on the subject matter.61 In addition, and more to the point, the
reactions to Der verdammte Krieg indicate that the audience appreciated
the liberating, revisionist implications of its aesthetics and perceived and
suggested remedies for the obvious contradiction between the visual
language and the voiceover commentaries. For this purpose many viewers
picked up the phone or wrote letters recommending that Knopp look into
the theory that Barbarossa was a pre-emptive war. The repeated references
to this standard myth of revisionist, nationalistic circles in thirty out of a
total of eighty letters indicate that the authors expected sympathy for these
ideas among the television makers and that, in their eyes, an explicit
acknowledgement of these themes would bring the commentary in line
with the show’s appealing aesthetics.62 The viewers’ interests and
interpretations also became embarrassingly obvious during the final
television discussion as some callers were permitted to pose their question
live on the air. Instead of joining in the celebration of reconciliation they
bickered with the experts in the studio about the precise number of victims
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on the eastern front and insisted on the defensive nature of the campaign.63

Knopp certainly did not create these attitudes but, intentionally or
inadvertently, he invited the post factum identification with the perspective
of the German military that is reflected in these reactions from the
audience.

Taking the risk of producing expensive, high-profile, international
documentary mini-series, rarely tried before, had paid off handsomely for
the station and Knopp in times of tough competition with private net-
works. In a culture saturated with memory products in the form of
memorials, museum exhibits, popular history books, newspaper coverage,
and anniversary programs, Knopp made his mark at a moment when the
public stations were generally losing ground as they could no longer
afford the expensive investment in “Vergangenheitsbewältigung” that
ARD and ZDF had pursued in the 1960s and especially the 1980s.64

Having taken the decisive step of developing real documentary television
history (as opposed to what we might call distant learning history lessons)
Knopp could now apply and fine-tune the recipe with other, related
subjects. The first target, already the implicit center of so many earlier
programs, was Hitler himself. In 1989, commenting on Hitler’s 100th
birthday, Knopp had still argued that the private life of the Führer was
trivial and that any concentration on Hitler’s personal life smacked of
personality cult. Consequently, the ZDF would not waste any airtime on
the criminal.65 Given the many ZDF documentaries that had featured
Hitler this was already an astonishing statement in 1989, but by 1995, in
light of new production and commercial opportunities, Knopp had clearly
reversed his opinion. His new six part series Hitler: Eine Bilanz dedicated
45 prime-time minutes to Hitler’s private life followed by in depth
coverage of his propaganda accomplishments, his foreign and interior
policies, his military leadership, and his career as a mass murderer.66

Knopp pursued ambitious goals with the new series. In his assessment,
Germans were held hostage by their history, which handicapped them in
a number of ways, for instance, by preventing them from supporting
highly gifted students, discussing euthanasia in a calm fashion, and
embracing genetic engineering without inhibitions. Knopp wanted to
liberate Germans from this burden by confronting Hitler’s legacy directly
because, in his opinion, nobody needed to be afraid of the Führer five
decades after his death and “the best weapon against Hitler-nostalgia is
Hitler himself.”67 But even in the carefully edited text, which Knopp
published to mark the media event Hitler: Eine Bilanz, the burden of the
past becomes synonymous with nostalgia for the Führer and fear turns into
fascination. As a result, Knopp defined the purpose of his historicization
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campaign with peculiar ambivalence: “When we can say without inhibi-
tions: Beethoven and Goethe were Germans, but Hitler was too – then we
are on the right path.”68

Der verdammte Krieg was structured as an epic contest between two
dictators and their countries and that structure provided an excellent visual
rhythm to the series. Agency was limited to the two leaders and the war
itself, which emerged as a faceless, powerful force in its own right. For the
new Hitler documentaries Knopp and his associates invented a less
obvious but similarly compelling visual structure that repeated and
radicalized their interpretation of the phenomenon of Hitler. The usual
collage of eyewitness accounts, propaganda footage, and play scenes was
divided into semantic units through Hitler close-ups and Hitler quotes
each accompanied by loud, high-pitched, monotonous sounds. Firmly
established in the center of the programs, Hitler represented the only real
historical agent since all other people either deferred to his authority or
responded to his challenges. Each of the six sequels of Hitler: Eine Bilanz,
as well as many subsequent ZDF documentaries, followed the same
blueprint; they presented in endless variations the one-sided, uneven
relationships between Hitler and his people, Hitler and his henchmen,
Hitler and his generals, and Hitler and his foreign opponents. The
programs thus simply depicted what Knopp had believed all along and
what he expressed very succinctly before the broadcast: “Without Hitler
the Third Reich would have disappeared like a bad dream.”69

Hitler: Eine Bilanz became a stunning ratings success. Although all but
one of the six parts were aired after 10 pm the series still reached an
average of five million viewers, which corresponded to 11 per cent of all
television households and 22 per cent of all television viewers at the time
of broadcast.70 As before, the audience engaged very actively with the
series. In over 800 phone calls, especially during the obligatory final
television discussion, the viewers expressed a wide range of complaints.71

In addition to some anti-Semitic and anti-Turkish slurs, the audience
objected to the program’s anti-German tendencies, the abuse of Wagner’s
music, and the selection of eyewitnesses.72 But viewers were most irate
about the fact that they were unable to reach the station during the final
discussion and could not intervene in the debate.73 The ZDF had arranged
for a special phone number and permitted a few lucky audience members
to pose their questions live on the air, but apparently neither the station nor
the phone company was prepared for such a high volume of calls.

In contrast to the audience the critics seemed unprepared for the media
event, Hitler. Some reviewers magnanimously welcomed the use of
cutting-edge digital technology and admitted that programs on Hitler may
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be entertaining, that they invariably admonished the lack of historical
context and explanation and dutifully yet helplessly pointed out that the
demonization of Hitler obliterated German guilt.74 These observations,
neither new nor inaccurate, failed to grasp the series’ specific achievement.
After acknowledging, even valorizing the suffering and achievements of the
German military and civilians during and after the war, Knopp had finally
resurrected the contemporary perception of Hitler himself and translated
that image into the visual language of the late twentieth century.75 The
series captured the awe-inspiring combination of power and performance
not by way of an explanation (for instance through Weber’s concept of
charismatic leadership) but by way of a reinactment, a simulation: a
stylized, seamless, empathetic, emotionally compelling ride without
distance or irony, only the flimsy safety belt of an anti-anti-Nazi discourse
that adds to the thrill because it underscores the pretense that the ride is
really dangerous.

After all these successes, the station’s administrators authorized more
docu-series on such diverse topics as the history of espionage, the Vatican,
turning points in twentieth century German history, and especially the
Third Reich.76 Not a year has gone by without another prominent Knopp
product and another opportunity for Hitler to enthrall his people from his
(nonexistent) grave. To serve that purpose more effectively Knopp’s unit
for contemporary history was elevated in the ZDF administrative hier-
archy and, one of the biggest achievements, the programs from the Knopp
factory were for the first time scheduled in prime-time starting in 1997.77

All this generosity is easily explained. Ratings and PR-interests figure
prominently in the making of the Knopp phenomenon but revenue played
the decisive role. Since ZDF Enterprises, the commercial subsidiary of the
public station ZDF, has been very successful in selling the series in foreign
markets, in some cases to more than forty countries, the fairly small
subdivision of contemporary history, with a full-time editorial staff of nine
associates, is one of the ZDF’s premier cash cows.78 In addition, Knopp’s
rise to national prominence reflects the German networks’ explicit strategy
of creating and relying on a few television stars to define their public
image and safeguard their market shares in the dual system. Since the
public stations have long lost the bidding war for German television stars
like Thomas Gottschalk and Harald Schmidt they have to contend
themselves with turning lesser stars like Guido Knopp into brand name
products.79 In the process, Knopp himself has become a multi-media
event. His superiors came to love him as much as his editors at Bertels-
mann because the many books that have accompanied the many series,
boosted by free advertisement on the ZDF screen, have regularly been
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ranked on Germany’s nonfiction bestseller lists.80 As long as these
strategies work, as long as Knopp manages to sell his products all over the
globe and remains an affordable and popular public television star, no
German viewer will have to be without the next Knopp.

After Hitler: Eine Bilanz Knopp delivered another blockbuster with
Hitlers Helfer. The first six episodes, aired in January and February 1997,
dealt with Hess, Himmler, Goebbels, Göring, Speer, and Dönitz.81

Provided with prime-time opportunities Knopp pulled out all the stops.
Hitlers Helfer and the subsequent Hitlers Krieger, which presented
biographies of Hitler’s top generals, were exceptionally well-crafted
programs.82 The cut was even faster, the images more seductive, and the
score more dramatic. As Knopp made very clear in an interview before the
broadcast, prime time is no place to be analytical or offer background
information: “We have to appeal to the audience directly and visually.”83

The first six episodes of Hitlers Helfer attracted almost seven million
viewers every night and have remained Knopp’s most successful televi-
sion programs to date.84

The show on Rommel, the first sequel of Hitlers Krieger, illustrates how
specific assessments and interpretations can be expressed through cutting
techniques that seem to create an innocent, pluralistic collage of diverging
points of view.85 About one third through the documentary Rommel’s
military exploits in Northern Africa become the subject of an invented
dialogue between a range of eyewitnesses who have never seen each other
face to face but who have been elegantly pitched against each other on the
cutting tables of the ZDF. Having been informed by the voice-over that
Rommel’s troops took more prisoners but also sustained more casualties
than any other units and that he had therefore been criticized as a
karrieresüchtiger Hasardeur by his superiors, the viewer confronts the
first eyewitness, a German veteran, who confirms Rommel’s reckless and
selfish behavior as a commander.86 Without any further elaboration, the
next eyewitness, another German veteran of the Africa campaign,
contradicts vehemently maintaining that Rommel always put the well-
being and safety of his troops first. At this point of impasse in the imagined
dialogue Knopp introduces testimony of superior credibility. A jovial
British veteran attests that Rommel treated his own troops as well as his
opponents with honor and integrity and that he was one hell of a general.
This statement clinches the case. If even his former enemies confirm the
general’s moral rectitude, the jealous superiors and disgruntled inferiors
must be mistaken or worse, intentionally lying. The film includes further
snippets of critical testimony by Jewish survivors (so identified by
captions) who feared about Palestine and considered all soldiers in Hitler’s
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services to be criminals.87 The viewer might forgive this “subjective,”
“special interest” testimony in particular since they learn that Rommel had
shown Rückgrat in the negotiations with his superiors, and was deeply
disturbed by illicit news about the “Final Solution.” Sadly, a former
assistant informs us, Rommel never again showed the enthusiasm and
drive that he displayed in Northern Africa although he tried his best when
the Allies landed in Normandy. In conclusion, the documentary stages and
mourns the suicide of a German military genius in sepia colors and permits
his son, Manfred Rommel, the former mayor of Stuttgart, to ponder if he
himself is a better human being than his father was and if he would not
have done the same.88 An idol reborn.

A number of reviewers perceived Hitlers Helfer as Knopp’s answer to
Daniel Goldhagen.89 While it is very likely that Knopp seized the
opportunity and rode on the coattails of a media event that he had helped
put on stage, it is also clear that the momentum generated by the success
of Hitler: Eine Bilanz would have brought him to Hitlers henchmen with
or without Goldhagen.90 In order for his stories to work Knopp needed a
clear biographical focus and a factual or imagined connection to Hitler.
Therefore, his search for new subject matter made him realize that
Germans other than Hitler shared responsibility for the catastrophe of
Nazism, but in contrast to Goldhagen he resisted the radical move of
indicting the whole German people because that interpretation went
against his perception of German history, might have alienated his
audience, and, most important, did not fit the conceptual and aesthetic
framework that had proven so successful. For all these reasons the project
Hitlers Volk that Knopp has contemplated for some years has not yet
materialized.91

Many programs of the series Hitlers Helfer and Hitlers Krieger turned
out to be the single most successful program of the evening in all of
Germany, which is an exceptional accomplishment for a historical
television documentary. In an age of rapidly diversifying television
offerings and fragmented audiences Knopp documentaries provided a
common reference point for many viewers.92 This phenomenon was part
of a larger trend that Knopp might have helped create but that went far
beyond the confines of the ZDF’s division of contemporary history on the
Lerchenberg in Mainz. After a decade of cheap television fiction that
followed the introduction of commercial television, German viewers
turned to nonfiction and especially historical nonfiction in the mid-
1990s.93 TV executives were pleasantly surprised by this development,
because even a well made documentary costs about a 60 per cent less than
the average TV play.94 As before, Knopp proved to be at the right place
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at the right time. For many years he had developed the new type of
infotainment that the ZDF could now produce very quickly to satisfy and
profit from the surprising audience demand.95 Therefore, after years in a
niche market Knopp received unprecedented airtime and broadcast
opportunities in prime time.

As is often the case, the historians and self-proclaimed intellectuals
among the journalists came out in full force as the show was already
winding down. They only reacted after the second installment of Hitlers
Helfer was aired in April and May 1998 perhaps because these programs
featured Mengele and Eichmann and the feuilleton was not willing to have
the Holocaust debased on public television. The Süddeutsche Zeitung
objected that Knopp’s programs were just too much fun to watch (too
much Spaßkompatibilität) and even the FAZ, certainly positively inclined
towards Knopp, complained about “the enthusiasm for evil” that allegedly
emanated from Knopp’s work.96 None of the critiques was particularly
original, reviewers had noted the same reservations for several years, but
the Medienforum Köln in June 1998 offered a rare showdown between the
historians of the ZDF and their professorial colleagues. Historian Ulrich
Herbert emerged as the most outspoken critic when he claimed that the
ZDF produced “Nazi-Kitsch” and that the adaptation of the visual
language of the Third Reich had turned the ZDF from a champion of
education and enlightenment into a protagonist of Nazi aesthetics.97 Not
all historians shared this point of view. Knopp and his associates found
important defenders including Simon Wiesenthal, who had been a
frequent visitor to the ZDF screen, and Eberhard Jäckel, who had offered
professional advice for many of Knopp’s programs.98

Considering this prehistory, the new Holocaust program of 2000,
designed as another important highlight in Knopp’s long career, was
anticipated with much trepidation. Knopp had already made a number of
excellent documentaries on the history of the “Final Solution,” for
instance in the early 1990s,99 but the concerns even intensified when the
ZDF released the title of the new series. Called Holokaust instead of
Holocaust the show’s more German sounding name was intended to signal
the television makers’ and their audience’s acceptance of the “Final
Solution” as an extremely negative, yet central element of modern
German history. But this play with letters was easily misunderstood as a
cheap PR gag, or worse, an appropriation of the “Final Solution” as a
German event over which German intellectuals claimed interpretive
sovereignty.100

In the end, the actual broadcast of Holokaust in 2000 proved anticli-
mactic because the series turned out to be one of the best productions
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about the “Final Solution” ever to be aired by German television.101

Knopp’s staff was again exceptionally successful in tracking down new
footage and eyewitnesses. But unlike in earlier productions the ZDF’s
division for contemporary history refrained from any fictitious simula-
tions of Holocaust history, kept the musical score within the narrow limits
delineated by Schindler’s List, and contributed a very modest, at times
even elliptic commentary. Through exceptionally diligent research the
ZDF staff managed to put some of the best-known Holocaust footage into
context and relate the famous images to precise testimony by survivors,
bystanders, and even perpetrators. In contrast to earlier programs the
eyewitnesses could develop their point of view at some length and thus
the survivors, not Hitler and his henchmen, represented the clear,
undisputed focus of the program.102 If anything, Knopp and his colleagues
could be faulted for being too subdued in their interpretation of the
genocide of European Jewry. They often merely presented the events
rather than explained them and thus indirectly subscribed to the notion of
the Holocaust’s incomprehensibility that is championed by some of the
program’s senior historical advisers.103 The unusual restraint exhibited by
the ZDF team on this occasion highlights the exceptional status of the
Holocaust in German memory but it might also explain the show’s
disappointing ratings. The series only reached average market shares of
8.1 per cent and less than three million viewers in contrast to the 21 per
cent market shares and almost seven million viewers that Hitlers Helfer
had attained in the same programming spot at 8:15 pm in 1997.104 The
viewers stayed away from Holokaust because even in the year 2000 a
German television program on the “Final Solution” is not likely to offer
the kind of transgressive pleasures that Hitler and Hitlers Helfer had
provided. Nobody, not even Guido Knopp, is likely to use the theme of
the Holocaust to create an ambivalent exploration of Nazi aesthetics and
Nazi power.

In 1998, after the broadcast of Hitlers Krieger one reviewer prema-
turely counted his blessings when he remarked “what good luck that Hitler
was not successful with women, otherwise Knopp would present us with
Hitlers Frauen.”105 In the meantime, that has already happened; the ZDF
aired Hitlers Frauen in April and May 2001, one year after the broadcast
of Hitlers Kinder. The former consisted of an ill-matched string of TV
biographies of Eva Braun, Magda Goebbels, Winifred Wagner, Zarah
Leander, and, most incongruently, Marlene Dietrich, and the latter
presented another lamentation of the loss of a whole generation to Hitler’s
and Goebbel’s seductive powers.106 In addition, Knopp had his associates
revisit World War II on a global scale in Der Jahrhundertkrieg, produced
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together with the History Channel, 107 and reached one of implicit
destinations of his whole television career when he remembered the
suffering of the German refugees and expellees in Die große Flucht.108 At
this stage of the evolution of German memory such one-sided mourning
about German suffering hardly raises any eyebrows. After Martin Walser’s
indictment of Germany’s self-critical memory industry in 1998109 and
after Grass’ recovery of his childhood trauma in Im Krebsgang in 2002,110

Knopp finds himself in the company of esteemed fellow travelers who are
not known for their high regard of popular taste and the dictates of the
marketplace. But Knopp faces another problem: he is simply running out
of suitable topics and is losing his audience.111 Throughout his career
Knopp has experimented with subject matters other than Nazism. But his
programs on the history of the Federal Republic, the power of the popes,
and the biggest political scandals and espionage cases of the twentieth
century have never had the same impact as Hitler and the Third Reich.
Only Nazism provided Knopp with an opportunity to be a taboo breaker,
to present to his viewers an appealing combination of fascist and post-
modern aesthetics for the alleged purpose of political education. No other
topics offered such interesting, suspenseful inconsistencies for Knopp and
his audience. Therefore, until his retirement in 2011, Knopp will likely
remain the butt of many jokes about his exceptional “historischen
Durchhaltewillen” and the upcoming release of Hitlers Hunde.112 Even in
this respect Knopp has been an involuntary trendsetter. It has only been a
few years that German comedians dare to make fun of Hitler and include
the Third Reich in their comedy routines.113 At least this Hitler wave,
unlike its precursor of 1977, has been entertaining and educational.114 To
a large extent that is Guido Knopp’s achievement and legacy.

At first sight Knopp’s vision of Nazism represents a perfect illustration
for Susan Sontag’s 1980 critique of the culture of “fascinating fascism”
and Saul Friedlander’s contemporaneous concerns about the combustible
mixture of kitsch and death in postwar representations of Nazism.115 But
Sontag’s and Friedlander’s moralistic indictments of the historical culture
of the 1970s implicitly claim to have understood the social and political
dynamisms of Nazi culture. Their criticism is based on the conviction that
the texts they analysed – including films, photographs, and novels –
duplicate Nazi culture in essential respects and therefore also duplicate the
political risks inherent in Nazi culture. From our perspective many of these
concerns and the underlying political certainties and connections appear
problematic. On a technical and formal level many of the strategies of
representation invented or perfected in the Third Reich have been
employed by the postwar culture industry without any obvious fascist
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political repercussions. In addition, in their concern for elite culture
Sontag and Friedlander failed to acknowledge that many of the texts in
question had limited mass appeal and therefore bore few political risks.
However, even if the moral/political gesture of their interventions might
be less compelling today, some of their insights help us understand the
specificity of Knopp’s innovation, whose own perceptions of Nazism were
very likely decisively influenced by the visual culture of the 1970s and its
representations of the Third Reich.

Like the texts that Sontag and Friedlander analysed Knopp’s document-
aries express a thinly veiled fascination with violence, subjugation, and
death, and lack intellectual self-reflexivity. Knopp is the antithesis of a
filmmaker who would invite his viewers to contemplate the specific gaps
and biases in his vision of Nazism or intentionally complicate his
interpretations of the past to the point of interpretive instability. In this
sense, because of his subject matter and his aesthetic approach, Knopp
appeals to what Sontag called the fascist desires within us, and what
Friedlander identified as the attractive combination of harmony and
power, which characterized Nazism as well as its postwar reflections.116

Knopp’s specific, daring innovation consists of crafting documentaries in
the most important medium of communication that explore the official
limits of historical taste by inviting the viewers’ temporary identification
with the Nazi perpetrators. As an ingenious mixture of historical porno-
graphy and historical education Knopp TV invites the viewers to join the
historical actors and eyewitnesses, adore the Führer, and fight the battle
on the eastern front. The visual stream – especially the simulations which
have no other function – creates a slick projective surface, which allows
the audience to become Nazi, while that pleasure is at the same time
rendered illegal and even more interesting through the superficial yet
efficient commentary, which directly contradicts the visual language. In
the past the pornographic pleasure of becoming Nazi was primarily the
result of the contradiction between particular subcultural representations
of Nazism and the official memory culture of the Federal Republic.117

Now, for the first time, the contradictory messages are assembled within
one seemingly endless stream of documentaries for generations of
Germans who might not have internalized the representational taboos and
can only experience and appreciate the pleasures of transgression if they
receive the rules as well as their violations in the same media package.

At this stage of the evolution of German collective memory the
seductive contradictions of Knopp television can only be produced in
documentaries and not television fiction. It would still be impossible to
have Nazis as heroes in conventional television plays where discursive
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and visual levels create a harmonious narrative universe. Only the
fractious, multi-dimensional surface of this new type of documentary,
tolerated as a result of the visual illiteracy of critics and supervisors,
creates the indeterminate imaginary spaces that program makers call anti-
Nazi education but that many consumers might use to play Nazis. Also,
only the documentaries can still lay claim to an authenticity that is never
achieved in fiction. Here, in a specific environment the viewers produce
“authentic” German memories and playfully retain the roles of perpe-
trators that have been so carefully edited out of all German historical
culture until recently.

On one occasion, the production of a successful documentary marking
the fiftieth anniversary of the Olympic Games of 1936, Knopp had reason
to look closely at one the best, visually most compelling and complex
propaganda films ever produced, Leni Riefenstahl’s Olympia.118 Knopp’s
film, which contains extensive quotes from Olympia, gives no indication
that he was aware of the interesting parallels between his own and
Riefenstahl’s efforts, but it is more than likely that Knopp realized the
attractive structure of the Nazi footage in his repeated search for suitable
material. Like Riefenstahl, he tried to tell dramatic factual stories of
competition, triumph, and defeat and use all the visual means at his
disposal to make these stories attractive to the largest possible audience
without highlighting the biases and construction principles of said stories.
In addition, as in the case of Riefenstahl, Knopp’s specific innovations
were developed at the cutting table. Despite these parallels it would be
anachronistic to call Knopp a fascist because he operates in a completely
different historical context with very different political objectives in mind.
But the visual language he developed to reach his objectives has more in
common with visual language of Nazi culture than with visual structures
of modern documentary classics like Resnais’ Night and Fog, Ophüls’ The
Sorrow and the Pity, Syberberg’s Hitler, a Film from Germany, or
Lanzman’s Shoah.119 Or, put differently, main stream television, as a
means of communication and political tool has more in common with the
films of Goebbels than above self-reflexive auteur documentaries, even
if one of the auteurs in question (i.e. Syberberg) entertains peculiar,
perhaps even reactionary opinions.120 That explains why so many postwar
German filmmakers have tried to avoid and undercut the conventions of
mainstream visual culture, especially but not only in their representations
of German history.121

Like many media events of our time Knopp television is the result of a
careful adaptation and manipulation of the audience’s taste for commer-
cial purposes.122 Knopp shares this pursuit of the consumer with many
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past and present media experts, including Goebbels.123 Like the former
propaganda minister and many postwar television makers, Knopp mixes
entertainment with the politically correct messages of the day. But, unlike
Goebbels, he faces a more sophisticated audience – or so we hope. The
viewers might enjoy the titillating fiction of Hitler’s limitless power and
the tragedy of the rise and fall of his political genius in the course of their
evening entertainment. However, on the morning after, their political
identities and decisions are probably as dangerous or as harmless as they
were before their visit to Knopp’s Hitlerland.

Since the majority of Knopp viewers are over 50 years of age it is likely
that they enjoy a new perspective on a historical topic that has created lots
of discussion in their lifetime and that some of them have still experienced
themselves.124 The programs allow them to revisit, reorganize, and
reinvent their own memories, but they are not likely to change their
current political identities. For this segment of the audience the consump-
tion of Knopp’s documentaries might even have some exceptionally
positive effects. As veteran consumers of the West German media they
have experienced the revolution of mainstream historical representations
in the 1980s as public television brought a wide range of programs into
the German living rooms that remembered the Holocaust and created
sympathy for the survivors.125 At that stage, despite all the efforts of moral
and cultural reparations, German mainstream culture had very little to say
about the perpetrators and bystanders of the “Final Solution.” It was only
after Goldhagen, the exhibition Crimes of the German Wehrmacht, and
Knopp television that we can look back at a sustained interest in the
perpetrators, the most challenging legacy of the Holocaust. Considering
these different layers in the media consumption of older generations of
West Germans, it is very possible that the audience’s temporary identifica-
tion with the perspective of the Nazi leaders and soldiers – in light of
earlier identification with the survivors of the Holocaust – might lead to
more self-critical interpretations of Nazism than Knopp’s at times
infuriatingly one-sided, apologetic representations indicate.

Ironically, however, the effects of Knopp television might not be as
productive or harmless for the minority of youthful viewers, who Knopp
is particularly proud to count among his audience, but who have not
experienced the hitherto most self-critical phase of German collective
memory in the 1980s.126 Unless they have encountered more self-
reflexive approaches to the burden of the past in schools and families,
which is unlikely at least for a substantial part of unified Germany, they
might not have at their disposal information and interpretations that help
them counterbalance Knopp’s rather one-sided celebration of Nazi power.
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For lack of interesting political and aesthetic alternatives they might
not as easily as their older compatriots return from their temporary
identification with the ordinary soldiers and the political elite of the Third
Reich.

This thought experiment reveals that Knopp television without counter-
weight remains a frightening idea and that the real challenge for German
television makers has not yet been met. It should be possible to craft
attractive mainstream representations of Nazi history that invite identifica-
tion with the perpetrators and bystanders of the “Final Solution” but also,
within the same program, offer equally attractive and suspenseful critical
perspectives on their decisions and actions. These opposing perspectives
have to be developed discursively and visually (and not just discursively
as in the case of Knopp television) in order to create tensions and ruptures
in the process of identification that cause at least a minimum of unease and
reflection. In addition, and this is the real challenge, all of this would have
to be accomplished without undermining the purpose of entertainment,
which is the primary condition for mainstream appeal. Very few popular
representations of Nazi history released in the German context have ever
come close to this theoretical ideal, with the possible exception of
Holocaust. After all, Holocaust offered the families Weiss and Dorf as
possible objects of projection and provided a suspenseful, entertaining as
well as moderately contradictory perspective on the “Final Solution.”127

This challenge will very likely not be tackled by Knopp, who appears
as a fairly naïve executor of a new historical paradigm of representation.
Knopp has taken advantage of the political and aesthetic opportunities that
the commercialization of German television and German unification
offered to people in his position but that very few have used as efficiently
and successfully. He established historical pornography as a new docu-
mentary genre when Germany’s public television networks tried desper-
ately to thwart off competition from commercial networks, which had
broken all rules of good taste since their introduction in the mid 1980s, for
instance through the screening of real pornography.
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20
Between Media History and the
History of Social Communication

Volker Depkat

The “Third Reich”, World War II and the Holocaust have been motion
picture events right from the start. The Nazis made widespread use of the
medium film as a propaganda tool that was supposed to stabilize their
regime and to interpret their social and political utopias to their audiences.
World War II was a propaganda war on all sides with each side drawing
heavily on film to legitimize its goals, keep up its own morale and
demoralize its enemy. With the end of World War II, the Holocaust came
to the German and international public as moving imagery showing
haunting montages of the unimaginable concentration camp horrors.
Films have been a very powerful means to communicate Nazi crimes ever
since the 1940s when the Allies used filmed material in their attempts to
denazify and re-educate the Germans, and both Doherty and Kansteiner
stress the exceptional force of motion pictures in documenting and
dramatizing the “Third Reich”, National Socialism and the Holocaust.
Films – and not texts or other sources historians use – have shaped the
knowledge of and the notions about the history of the twentieth century
in general and that of the “Third Reich” in particular. Outside of academia,
cinema and television communicated the Nazi past of Germany to a mass
audience; these media shaped the pictures in our heads about the “Third
Reich”, World War II and the Holocaust that we carry around with us.

Doherty’s and Kansteiner’s papers confront us with two very different
approaches to representations of the Nazi past in films. Doherty’s main
impetus is to define the genre Holocaust cinema, to classify its various
types, and to suggest frames of analysis that could guide a historical
inquiry into the documentaries and dramas representing the extermination
of the Jews in moving imagery. Doherty draws a clear line between
documentary and fictional forms of Holocaust cinema, and then goes on
to subdivide each major category into a number of subtypes. In the end,
he sketches out four frames of analysis that organize a perspective on the
material and structure the examination of it. According to Doherty,
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Holocaust cinema can be analysed from an aesthetic, a historical, a
technological and a cultural angle. Thus the general aim of his paper is
quite clear; it is about defining and classifying the material, showing ways
of dealing with it and pointing out some methodological pitfalls in the
terrain of Holocaust cinema. This lets his contribution appear as a
preparatory exercise on the way to analysing concrete films about the
Holocaust; we do not learn too much about its representation in moving
imagery as such. Kansteiner, however, does just that.

Kansteiner’s paper deals with the phenomenon of Guido Knopp and the
new visual aesthetics he invented to show Germany’s Nazi past on
television. Kansteiner identifies Knopp’s television documentaries on the
“Third Reich”, World War II and the Holocaust as truly visual texts that
create a new language of history, a language adequate to the thoroughly
commercialized television landscape that developed in Germany after
1984. Kansteiner shows convincingly how Knopp, who started out as a
rather conventional television historian producing illustrated history
lectures in the late 1970s, developed into the radical visual innovator who
relegated discourse to a secondary position by making it subservient to a
very attractive, transgressing and fast moving visual text, which was able
to attract a mass audience at prime time. Kansteiner sees a causal link
between the development of a dual system of commercial and public
television networks in Germany and Knopp’s new forms of visually
representing the Nazi past on the screen.

Both papers, as different as they are, can be linked by the problem of
genre and also by the conditions, possibilities and restrictions of the
medium of film. They are both contributions to media history in its
broadest sense. They both ask how a specific medium deals with a certain
aspect of the past, and how the specific dynamisms of the medium
condition and shape the way in which this past reality is represented.
However, as Jörg Requate has pointed out quite rightly, there is no
autonomous media history driven solely by technical and commercial
factors. We should rather describe the development of the media, their
subjects and their aesthetics, in their interdependence with ongoing
processes of social change.1 Taking this into consideration, the historical
question really is not so much the one of how the Nazi past, or any other
past for that matter, is represented in a medium; rather, the question that
has to be answered then is, when and why does a historical topic become
a topic in a medium like film, when and why does a genre like Holocaust
cinema emerge – or vanish – in a society in the first place, and what does
this tell us about the society? The following comment will elaborate on
these problems in two respects. First, it addresses the question of how
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historians should study the media without leaving it at a media history.
Second, it will deal with the problem of assessing the functions of
historical subjects in a commercialized mass media landscape.

Media History or History of Social Communication?

Media history should not be written as an isolated history of the media –
as a history of those technological means by which human beings in the
course of time have distributed news, conserved knowledge, arranged
entertainment, and shaped opinions. Media history should not fulfill itself
in a history of sign systems, communication technologies, forms, and
contents of the various media, their makers and their audiences, their place
and function in the overall media system. This is not to say that it is
unimportant to know all these things, however, what I miss in the two
papers on visual representations of the “Third Reich’ on television and in
cinema, is the connection between social history and media history. I am
not thinking about a social history of the media that analyses the social
profile of the journalists and filmmakers and that of their audiences. What
I have in mind is social history as communications history. In such an
analytical framework, one would have to analyse the historical develop-
ment of the media in their relevance for, their functions in, and their effects
on processes of social communication.

What is a history of social communication? Briefly, it is the history of
those communicative practices and situations through which societies and
social groups produce, sustain, reproduce, or transform their order. Social
communication is about legitimacy and meaning, about identity and
memory, about hierarchy and power in a society. When you look at it that
way, communication becomes the basic category of society as such, as
Jürgen Habermas or Niklas Luhmann have argued, although in two
fundamentally different approaches.2 At the heart of a history of social
communication lies the idea that society happens as communication, that
social reality emerges from communicative interaction, that society is the
sum of its members’ communication.3 Social communication takes place
in institutionally, socially, and regionally differentiated spheres, and it
manifests itself as a concrete social practice structured by power and
hierarchy and the technologies of communication. These spheres,
situations and practices of social communication can be identified and
described in terms of change over time. This, however, means identifying
not only the who, the what and the how of communication, but also the
when and why – the concrete historical moment in which a subject
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becomes a subject in the processes of social communication. Geared to the
problem of communicating the Nazi past on television and in cinemas, this
would mean analysing National Socialism and particularly the Holocaust
in its relevance for mass media based social self-descriptions in the
postwar and post-Cold War societies of the twentieth century.4 Seen from
this perspective, communicating the Nazi past on television and in the
cinema touches on questions of self-conceptions, national identities and
political cultures in the “worlds after 1945” respectively the “worlds after
1989/90”. It is this aspect that I miss in the papers by Doherty and
Kansteiner.

Ever since the end of World War II, Germans, as all other nations, have
lived in the shadow of the Nazi past, and the debates about the “Third
Reich”, World War II and the Holocaust have been central factors shaping
the processes of social communication in both German states right from
their inception.5 In the Federal Republic of Germany as well as in the
German Democratic Republic the experience of National Socialism was
central for the formulation of post-totalitarian or post-fascist world views,
and the collective memory of the Nazi past in the two Germanies split up
along the lines of the political antagonism of the Cold War. Both the
Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Republic were
eager to differentiate themselves from each other not only by taking sides
in the Cold War but also through the specific way in which they dissoci-
ated themselves from the Nazi past.6 The uses that East and West Germans
made of the Nazi past were always intended to create historical legitimacy,
moral integrity, and political orientation for the two new states and
societies. The following remarks will concentrate on the developments in
the Federal Republic of Germany because scholars have only just begun
to inquire into the ways in which the Nazi past was integrated into
collective memories in the German Democratic Republic. We know a lot
more about the developments in West Germany.

Literally from the end of World War II on there was a more-or-less
continuous flow of films on the Nazi past in German cinemas and on
television. Even in the 1950s, a decade that has been identified by
Hermann Lübbe as a period of relative silence on the Nazi past, the “Third
Reich”, World War II and the Holocaust were omnipresent as subtexts of
the processes of social communication through which West Germans
defined their place in the “world after Hitler”.7 Yet, there can hardly be a
doubt that most Germans in the early Federal Republic refused to accept
the “Third Reich” and particularly the Holocaust as an integral part of their
own historical identity. Students of the subject have spoken of Erinner-
ungsverweigerung (the refusal to remember) and Schuldabwehr (the
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denial of guilt) to characterize the way in which West Germans dealt with
the Nazi past in the 1950s and early 1960s.8 In those days, the television
and film industry helped Germans to escape from their problematic and
guilt laden past.9 By producing sentimental films in idealized regional
settings (Heimatfilme) or war movies that portrayed noble and heroic
German soldiers as seduced victims of the Nazi regime, the movies of the
Adenauer era served their audience’s longing for an innocent Germany.
Although there were films like Wolfgang Staudte’s (1906–84) Die Mörder
sind unter uns (1946) and Rosen für den Staatsanwalt (1959), which
attempted to unearth the brown roots of West Germany’s society and
expose its hypocritical ways of dealing with the Nazi past, the general
impression from today’s perspective is that the reappraisal of the Nazi past
was “half-hearted”, that there was an “inability to mourn”, and that there
apparently was only little awareness of the healing, liberating, and forward
looking power of dealing with the Nazi past openly and truthfully in the
Adenauer era.10 However, Lübbe has argued – and I think he really has a
point there – that this relative silence on the immediate past was a
necessary condition for the transformation of the post-fascist West
German society into a democratic one. According to Lübbe, it was just this
communicative concealment of the Nazi past that contributed to West
Germany’s reconstruction and the stabilization of its democracy in the
early days of the Federal Republic.11

Then, from the late 1950s on, things began to shift. The trials against
firing squads in Ulm in 1958 and Adolf Eichmann (1906–62) in 1961,
which gained wide public attention, ended the period of half-heartedness
and ushered in a new concern with the Nazi past that went along with an
intensified prosecution of the perpetrators. In the late 1960s, the student
movement forced West German society to deal with National Socialism
and the crimes committed by the generation of their parents during the
“Third Reich” on a broad scale.12 These highly moral debates demanded
that Germans thought of themselves not only as victims of National
Socialism but also as active participants in the totalitarian system. This led
to a substantial transformation of the political culture in West Germany.
Now the crimes of the “Third Reich” began to enter mainstream historical
consciousness. Again television and cinema went along with this trend in
history and identity politics. As they largely had helped Germans to escape
from the past in the 1950s and early 1960s, they now forced them to deal
with the crimes of the “Third Reich” and accept them as an integral part
of their historical identity in a post-totalitarian, democratic world. It
appears to me that television and cinema then even began to take the lead
in keeping the past alive and transforming attitudes towards the Nazi past.
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It was a television series – the 1978 Holocaust docu-drama – that ended
a long period of silence on the extermination of the European Jews in
Germany.13 It was this television program that introduced the term
“Holocaust” as a universal referent for the destruction of Europe’s Jewry,
and television historian Guido Knopp went one step further yet when he
decided to spell the word “Holocaust” not with a “c” but with a “k” –
German spelling as if it were a German word. Since Germans committed
the Holocaust, Knopp argued, it indicates a dissociation from this
historical fact when one denotes it with a word in the English spelling. By
introducing the German spelling of the word “Holokaust”, Knopp
intended to force the Germans to embrace this historical event as an
integral part of their history and historical identity.14 I know that many
historians have differing opinions about this, but seen against the backdrop
of the early Federal Republic, Knopp’s decision to spell the word Holo-
caust with a “k” is a remarkable step – and that he does so on television
in front of a mass audience is even more remarkable.

Having sketched out some thoughts on the relevance of the “Third
Reich” and the Holocaust for social self-descriptions in West Germany
after 1945, let me now turn to American theatre. In the Federal Republic,
the Nazi past in general and the Holocaust in particular were important
factors in shaping social discourses, either as a subject openly addressed
or as subtext of many other discussions about a wide variety of topics. In
the German arena, this is not too surprising – it is the land of the perpe-
trators, and the development of the debates about the Nazi past over the
years has to be seen as a move toward a higher degree of moral and
political hygiene. But why did the Holocaust move to the center of public
debates and collective memories in the United States as well? Why was
the Holocaust series an American production? Why this television- and
cinema-fueled burst of attention for the “Third Reich” in the 1990s, why
this “Americanization of the Holocaust”? Is it really just because the
Americans cannot bear the fact that the most dramatic event in the
twentieth century happened outside of the United States, as Doherty seems
to suggest? I think this is a very weak explanation that hardly does justice
to the problems involved. In my view, there is a lot more to the process
of “Americanizing the Holocaust” as soon as we start to analyse it in terms
of identity struggles and identity politics within the American society. It
cannot be sufficiently explained with the inner dynamisms of the medium
film, its technological possibilities and the constraints of the market; it is
not a question of the tropes and patterns of Holocaust cinema or of the
postmodern aesthetics of television documentary. This has to be explained
in the broader framework of a history of social communication.
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Television and Cinema between Memory and History

The recent debates about collective memories center on the opposition
between history and memory. Scholars as different as Maurice Halbwachs
and Jan Assmann, Arnold Esch and Pierre Nora have argued that memory
has to do with identity, while history has to do with the scholarly recon-
struction of past realities as they actually were.15 Whereas memory is
always the memory of a specific group whose inner cohesion is sustained
among other things by a commonly shared memory, historiography is
identity neutral and aims at complexity, differentiation, and scholarly
explanations of historical developments in terms of cause and effect.
While memory is about the uses of the past as such and as an instrument
for identity politics, historiography, due to its scholarly interests, has the
effect of destroying identity patterns resting in particular notions of the
past and images of history. Where do we place television and cinema in
this tension between history and memory? Two points seem to be worth
considering in this context; first, the question of films as sources and the
very possibility of depicting the past in moving imagery; second, the
question of how to relate cinema and television as popular culture media
to what is happening in academia.

Films in general are highly problematic sources because they suggest
a direct and authentic access to past realities.16 The very power of the
moving images tends to numb their viewers critical capacities. While you
are hardly inclined to believe everything that is written, you are most
willing to believe everything you see – historians not excepted. Doherty
is clear on this point, when he defines film as a high definition medium
that thrives on verisimilitude, the quality of being lifelike. It is just this
suggestion of verisimilitude that makes films and photos highly problem-
atic sources; they have never been a more reliable reflection of past
realities than any of the other materials we historians use as sources – and
the German controversy about the exhibition on Wehrmacht crimes that
relies solely on photographs has shown this quite clearly.17 In this context,
the dangers that grow out of the computer revolution can hardly be
overestimated, as both Doherty and Kansteiner point out. Modern
technologies have outpaced the ability of the audience to differentiate
between fact and fiction, between authentic documentary and later artistic
re-enactment. Nowadays, film technology can change the rules of the
historical game.

However, can you depict the past in moving imagery at all? It is not only
the Holocaust that is beyond persuasive cinematic depiction, all historical
subjects are. The past in its full complexity and ambiguity is past, and all
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historiography is but a re-enactment of past realities in the historian’s
mind. These intellectual re-enactments of bygone times are necessarily
incomplete and problematic, because the sources only open up certain
perspectives on the past; they never give us the whole picture. Scholarly
explanations of past ages tend to be highly complex and, more import-
antly, highly abstract. Although history is about people and life, our books
tend to be about the general and the abstract, about ideal types, about
anonymous structures and processes, not about the individual and the
concrete. Most of the things we, as historians, do can hardly be visualized
in their full complexity. Cinema and television, however, center on life-
likeness. They need a story, they need concrete individuals and need to
focus on specific events. Historians tend to cultivate the behavior of
detached observers of the past with which they claim to deal sine ira et
studio; cinema and television, however, want to draw their audience into
the subject, they want to arouse emotions and create some form of
consternation. The question about communicating the past on television
and in the cinema then really is: what is stronger, the impulse of the
medium to inform and enlighten about the past as it really was, or the
willingness to shape collective memory as a means of identity politics?
Are cinema and television not really more about producing certain images
of the past that the audiences can identify with or dissociate themselves
from than about inquiring into the full complexity of bygone times?
Historians should remain aware that the academic debates and the mass
media each fulfill different functions in the social communications of a
society. Television and cinema should not be mistaken for a history
classroom at the university – and vice versa.

In this context, I argue that academic historians who criticize Knopp for
not being in tune with the recent scholarship on Hitler somehow miss the
point. Historiographically speaking, his documentary on Hitler and the
historical explanations he gives are a relapse into the 1950s, a period that
cultivated an essentially personalized view on the “Third Reich”, accord-
ing to which a small band of criminals lead by the demonic Adolf Hitler
managed to seduce the German people.18 Knopp basically ignores the
academic discussions of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s about the ambivalent
character of the “Third Reich” as a regime between totalitarian norm and
polycratic reality or those on the role of Hitler as weak or strong dictator.19

He also refuses to relate his documentaries to the most recent develop-
ments in the historiography of the “Third Reich” – explorations into the
German people’s willingness to participate in the dialectics of seduction
and to act as Hitler’s “willing executioners”.20 Most importantly, and for
scholars most disturbingly, Knopp does not even indicate that there is a
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scholarly debate about these things. Rather, he presents an authoritative
visual master narrative on the “Third Reich” that suggests certainty and
unambiguity where there actually is controversy. This has earned him
much severe criticism from professional historians, and from a scholarly
point of view rightly so. However, what his critics fail to acknowledge is
that Knopp is not at all interested in these academic questions but very
much interested in identity and memory politics. His documentaries are
about healing the wounds of the past, about reconciliation between former
combatants and enemies, about life stories and emotions hitherto sup-
pressed. The enormous response of the audience to Knopp’s document-
aries only underlines this – his documentaries are really events of social
communication through which German society tries to reach an under-
standing about its past and its historical identity in a collective discussion
effort. His documentaries on the Nazi past are meant to be contributions
to the present orientation of the Germans in the world. In this context, I
can imagine worse forms of dealing with the Nazi past than trying to
strengthen a democratic and pro-Western consensus in a postwar and post-
Cold War Germany by putting Hitler and the “Third Reich” on television.

Another point seems worth mentioning in context with the phenomenon
of Guido Knopp. In a radically changed, largely Americanized television
landscape, full of fun and music videos, talk and game shows, soccer and
real pornography, Knopp at least manages to put the Nazi past on the
screen. He at least communicates history to a mass audience in Germany,
and even the otherwise critical Kansteiner has to admit that Knopp has
invented a new form of “interesting, visually and emotionally compelling
documentaries” that actually reaches a large number of people. Now, you
can argue that it is bad history that Knopp does, that his interpretation of
Hitler and the “Third Reich” is flawed, biased and outdated – and I
willingly go along with that – but at least there is history on the screen
where otherwise there would probably be yet another game show. Knopp
keeps the past alive on television, and who knows how many people in the
audience might take Knopp’s documentaries as an inspiration to study the
subject on their own a little further. This, however, is the most important
question that needs to be answered by media and communications
historians: who is the audience, and how does it relate to the things on
television and in the movies?
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21
“Vergangenheitsbewältigung”:
Mastering the “Holokaust” in,
through and with Film

Olaf Kistenmacher and Regina Mühlhäuser

Wulf Kansteiner and Thomas Doherty discuss film productions about
National Socialism and the Final Solution. Kansteiner examines the
historical documentaries produced by Guido Knopp, and investigates the
history of their success between 1978 and 2001 – during a period of time
when the German television landscape changed from being comprised of
a few state owned stations only to a commercialized production system
with more and more privately owned networks. Doherty, on the other
hand, defines a genre called “Holocaust-film”, and establishes a variety
of subcategories by cataloguing themes and styles of exemplary docu-
mentaries and dramas.

Both contributions appear to contain parallels to Walter Benjamin’s
very prominent essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion, which was first published in French in 1936.1 While Kansteiner
explicitly refers to Benjamin’s essay with the title of his paper, The
Radicalization of German Collective Memory in the Age of its Commercial
Reproduction, Doherty attempts to understand the specifics of the historic
event that we are used to calling the “Holocaust” by analysing how its
uniqueness (speaking in Benjamin’s terms: its “Aura”) is modified in the
course of mass media film production. Both authors, Kansteiner as well
as Doherty, try to explain the drastic changes in the interpretation of World
War II and the Final Solution primarily in terms of technological progress
and the aesthetic development of the medium film.

At first sight their approach does seem to correspond to Benjamin’s
account in The Work of Art, however, in their focus on technological and
aesthetic developments, neither Kansteiner nor Doherty pay detailed
attention to the historical and political changes of society. In this respect
their contributions significantly differ from Benjamin’s approach: in his
analysis of pieces of art in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
Benjamin claims that aesthetic and cultural changes are not primarily due
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to technological progress, but rather to the interplay between the develop-
ment of technology and modern society – mutual interdependencies
between technological, historical, cultural and political changes. Benja-
min’s approach thus implies the necessity to view media, social and
political history as inseparable spheres.2 Consequently, his aesthetic
investigation in The Work of Art turns out to be an intrinsically political
analysis of a society that gradually moves to fascism.

Starting from Benjamin’s methodological approach, the following
commentary attempts to examine Kansteiner’s and Doherty’s analyses
through the lens of the historical and political development of the past
twenty years by addressing the following questions: Is the rapid technical
development and its introduction in film the main factor that caused a shift
in collective memory about National Socialism and the Final Solution, or
is the changing representation of the Holocaust in film “only” a manifesta-
tion of broader changes of and in society? In which respect do film and
television “create history”? Can their producers be seen as agents of
history? And how is film production connected to social and political
development after the end of the Cold War? In order to shed light on these
questions, the following commentary will avert the focus from film as text,
and shift towards a perspective of contemporary German history – on
Vergangenheitspolitik (politics of/with the past) and Erinnerungspolitik
(politics of/with remembrance).3 Along the way different debates on
historiography, positionality, and the uniqueness of the Final Solution will
be addressed.

I. Technical Mediation and Historiography

Since the second half of the 1990s, historical documentary programs are
frequently shown on German television during prime time evening hours.
The vast majority of these programs address the history of National
Socialism. Ten years earlier, this presence of the German past in mass
media had been unthinkable. The credits for the introduction of a mass-
compatible type of documentary are generally awarded to Guido Knopp.
According to Kansteiner, the success of Knopp’s historical documentaries

is the result of a complicated interaction between market forces, the evolution
of modern communication technologies, and the generational dynamisms of
German historical culture. But at the heart of the Knopp phenomenon are the
radical visual aesthetics of a new type of historical documentary . . .4
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The development of these new “radical visual aesthetics” is said to be
primarily due to the technical craftsmanship of Knopp and his production
team – computer morphing, graphic imaging, digital editing techniques,
special sound effects, and so forth. The deployment of special effects,
however, is generally met with ambivalence. On the one hand, it is seen
as the main reason for Knopp’s “box office success”; on the other hand it
is often regarded as problematic for its lack of appropriate seriousness: in
the majority of cases, critics say, a rational historical narrative is aband-
oned in favor of thrilling excitement and emotional blackmailing.5

Doherty detects the same ambivalence regarding “technological break-
throughs”: “The rule of motion picture technology holds that if the FX
means exist to achieve an effect, filmmakers will deploy them. In short,
if Forrest Gump can appear in newsreel footage from the Kennedy
administration, he can also pop up at Bergen-Belsen.”6

If Forrest Gump “pops up at Bergen-Belsen” a variety of moral and
political debates about the appropriate treatment of the history of the Final
Solution, about “Holocaust-comedies”, and so forth, will be at stake. The
crucial question is, however, what happens when “technological break-
throughs” blur the distinction between “the apparently real and the
obviously fabricated”:

When the technology of photofabrication, in videotape and cinema no less than
the still picture, outpaces the ability of the spectator to detect it [the technical
apparatus in use], the integrity and veracity of any moving image, perhaps the
whole notion of documentary cinema, is called into question . . . Once unim-
peachable testimony of the reality of the Holocaust – 35 mm photography being
the template of truth – film is now an infinitely malleable medium, no more a
reliable reflection of reality than any other pictorial expression.7

The blending of historical film material with recordings from the
present is clearly not set out to visualize different layers of time. Rather
past and present become indistinct by the means of optic assimilation.
Doherty stresses that this fairly new technical and aesthetic tendency will
indeed change the representation and perception of the historic event
itself. At the same time, however, Doherty suggests that “archival
originals”, filmed during National Socialism and at the end of the war,
used to be “the template of truth”, “a reliable reflection of reality”. He thus
implies that, in comparison to today, spectators used to be able to perceive
the technical conditions and the process of film production. Furthermore,
by detecting, understanding and “subtracting” the production process,
spectators could grasp an idea of the real, the authentic historic events.
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This understanding of photographic images as authentic evidence to prove
a historic event, does not take into account that the visual material in
question is first and foremost a product of National Socialist propaganda.
The newsreel footage from Wochenschau, and so forth, which shows
images of the war or the ghettos, exhibits a filmed event, which film-
makers and censors, employed by the propaganda department of the
NSDAP, wanted the spectators to see.8 As in this example, filmed images
always constitute a certain narrative of a given historical moment; they
will never present an objective historical truth. The historical facts cannot
be grasped prior to interpretation; they can only be understood – in a sense
of discourse, ideology, and so forth – in a mediated way. Film as well as
historiography has to be understood as one way of producing a narrative
about “the past”, as Kansteiner has pointed out during the conference
discussion.

In the process of production and representation of a historical narrative,
the testimonies of eyewitnesses play a crucial role. Likewise, personal
narratives have gained a more and more important role in film production.
In this context, Doherty detects “two recurrent documentary characters”:
“the unimpeachable eyewitness” – either the warrior or the victim – and
“the star witness” – “a natural character actor . . . whose articulate
testimony . . . dominates the screen space.”9 Furthermore, Doherty points
out that “human memory recalling traumatic events from over half a
century ago” is a difficult and conflicting process.10 Events will be
suppressed, forgotten, and changed over time.

The historian Ulrike Jureit has conducted an interdisciplinary analysis
of the narratives of concentration camp survivors. In her study she gives
different examples of how eyewitness testimonies can help to determine
historical facts. She points out, however, that methodologically an
eyewitness testimony cannot be used to prove an event.11 In fact, it is the
historiographical analysis that takes into account how an event is reported
under certain historical and political circumstances, and how the past is
constructed in the present. Thus the historiographical analysis of eyewit-
ness testimonies can provide important insights into individual and
collective processes of coming to terms with the past. Furthermore, it
allows an understanding of the personal, political and cultural conditions
for the construction of historical narratives.

In filmic representations, however, eyewitness testimonies will usually
be introduced without exposing the specificities of the material.12 Guido
Knopp’s documentaries are a perfect example for the exploitation of
eyewitness testimonies. As Kansteiner has pointed out, Knopp’s docu-
mentaries present only very short extracts of personal narratives to
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illustrate and prove his interpretation and filmic dramatization of a certain
event. The eyewitnesses seem to be staged to guarantee a truthful and
accurate depiction of the historic events. Correspondingly, Doherty
criticizes most documentaries for their way of setting the eyewitness into
scene:

Clearly too many eyewitnesses featured in archival documentaries have told
their stories more than once; some speak with the pacing and eloquence of the
practiced raconteur. Yet the apparatus of cinematic grammar invariably baths
eyewitnesses in an aura of credence and respect – though, sometimes, surely,
they do not deserve it.13

Doherty, however, does not stop at criticizing filmmakers for introducing
the eyewitness as an unimpeachable moral instance. In addition he
displays a certain resentment when he claims that not all eyewitnesses
deserve respect and when he accuses Eli Wiesel of not having lived up to
his own dictum, that Auschwitz could only be met by silence.

The question on how historic events are constituted by means of their
interpretation leads to the question of how the concept “Holocaust” came
into being in Western civilization. We suggest that what is called “Holo-
caust” is not the event itself, but the combination of different meanings
resulting from various discourses since 1945. Against this background, the
following section will outline a number of dominating images and ideas
of German “learning from the past” which we believe to be essential to
locate and, for that matter, understand “Holocaust-films” in general, and
specifically Knopp’s television series.

II. German Discourses on Germany’s Past

German Vergangenheitsbewältigung (mastering of the past) has not
followed a straight path, neither in the two German states before 1990 nor
after “reunification” until today. From the present point of view, however,
one can identify a number of stages that have paved the way of today’s
national self-understanding. To illuminate this development, the following
section will mark some of the crucial stages from the 1980s onwards by
highlighting statements made in the Parliament of the Federal Republic
of Germany (Deutscher Bundestag). State-politics only serve as an
example: The analysis of historical, political, and literary debates of the
past decade would show many of the same ideas,14 – the Historikerstreit
of 1985–6, the discussion about Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s Hitler’s Willing
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Executioners of 1996,15 the reactions following the exhibition War of
Extermination. Crimes of the German Wehrmacht 1941–1944, the dispute
around the building of a Holocaust memorial in Germany’s capital city of
Berlin,16 the Entschädigungsdebatte,17 the scandals around Norman
Finkelstein’s publication Holocaust Industry,18 and so forth. Furthermore,
it would be interesting to analyse how these various public debates are
interwoven with the aspects of this discourse in private lives.19

By starting our line of reasoning in the 1980s we do not imply that there
were no “earlier confrontations with the past”, as was suggested by a
conference participant, rather, we detect the beginning of a shift in
German Vergangenheitspolitik around that time: instead of suppression
and denial of Auschwitz as a cipher for the German past, one can observe
a confession, reinterpretation, and appropriation of the Final Solution. As
Christine Achinger has pointed out:

The way in which Germany’s crimes are remembered seems to give rise to
tendencies to distance and generalize them, to turn them into an event altogether
disconnected from history, a kind of fate that has befallen victims and
perpetrators alike, as Germany’s catastrophic tragic flaw invokes both nemesis
and reconciliation.20

These changes in dominant attitudes towards the crimes of the “Third
Reich” play an important role in the formation of a new national identity.21

On 8 May 1985, in his famous speech on the fortieth anniversary of the
end of World War II, West German President Richard von Weizsäcker
expressed his view that Germany has atoned for the National Socialist
crimes during World War II by the division of the country: “The dreadful
result of sin always is separation”.22 Weizsäcker then cited a Jewish
tradition – “Forgetting prolongs exile, and the secret of redemption [sic!]
is remembrance”23 – to paraphrase a strategy for the treatment of the
National Socialist past. The implication of using a Jewish saying, and thus
the voice of the victims of the Final Solution in the perpetrator’s country
is telling: the silenced victims are appropriated “in order to give Germany
a mandate for new self-empowerment.”24

Consequently, the “reunification” of 1989 was seen as Erlösung
(redemption). With the so-called “end of the post-war period,”25 Norma-
lisierung (normalization) has been one of the major goals of national and
international policies. This is exemplified by the strong political emphasis
on the return of Germany as a military power on the stage of international
politics.26 As German chancellor Gerhard Schröder has stated during the
NATO attacks on Serbia in 1998, Germany needs to attain “the self-
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confidence of an adult nation which does not have to feel superior or
inferior to anyone.”27

Whereas in the early 1990s, intellectuals like Dan Diner worried that
“the calling back to life of the [German] nation-state will only be possible
at the expense of the memory about the NS-regime and its crimes,”28 the
official policies of dealing with the German past today are not simply
about forgetting or denying. Political statements rather focus on an active
integration of National Socialist crimes in national memory. Thus, it
becomes possible to be proud of the German Vergangenheitspolitik as a
national success. At the same time, this strategy of active integration of the
past paves the way for the belief that Germany has a special responsibility
to enforce Human Rights all over the world. During the Cold War era it
was argued that the German states should not participate in international
military missions “because of Auschwitz”. This, however, has changed in
the 1990s: since 1995, the political discussions concentrated on the
argument that Germany had a specific obligation to intervene in Yugo-
slavia – “because of Auschwitz”.29

This is illustrated when, on the occasion of the first German Holocaust
Remembrance Day on 27 January 1996, President Roman Herzog
suggested the existence of a present German obligation “to prevent a
repetition [of Auschwitz], regardless where and in which form it appears.”
According to his line of reasoning, the German people “had to learn to a
greater extent than others [sic!] that the completely unbelievable can
happen despite of everything.”30 Here, as in many other political state-
ments of the past years, the driving force behind the Holocaust is blurred
as “das Böse”.31 The Evil – according to Herzog – exists “despite of
everything”, “everything” being progress in terms of civilization, Human
Rights Conventions, and so forth. Behind this idea of “Evil” the actual
perpetrators disappear: The party that organized the extermination, the
personnel who guaranteed the smooth operation of the concentration
camps, and the people who denounced and let the trains roll. Auschwitz
appears as “fate, and Hitler as its incarnation”;32 the Germans were only
the tools of this Evil.

III. Personification

In this context, Guido Knopp obviously plays an important role. He gives
this Evil a face: the face of Hitler.33 In his article, Kansteiner hints at a
possible connection between Knopp’s 1991 series Der verdammte Krieg
(The Damned War) about the German attack on the Soviet Union and the
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so called “Walser-Bubis-Debatte” of 1998: In his acceptance-speech for
the Friedenspreis des deutschen Buchhandels (Peace Prize of the German
Publishing Houses), Walser lamented that as a German one would
constantly be reminded of Auschwitz. Germans would be oppressed by the
so-called “Moral-Keule” (moral-bat). Furthermore, he encouraged
Germans to feel self-confident and strong as Germans, and to free
themselves from the bad conscience resulting from Auschwitz.34 In this
logic, Germans appear primarily as victims, abused and deceived not only
by Hitler, Hitler’s Helpers and Hitler’s Warriors (titles of three of Knopp’s
documentary series, 1995, 1997 and 1998), but also by the Allied forces
and the New World Order. Walser, however, did not explicitly mention this
bold implication.

Neither does Knopp explicitly verbalize Germany’s retrospective
victimization. However, a rather similar notion appears on the visual level.
Kansteiner is aware of this when he observes the sports-team atmosphere
of Knopp’s Der verdammte Krieg: “That ‘we’ in we would have won’ is
right below the attractive surface and even more powerful because that
affirmative ‘we’ in relation to World War II has no place in the official
culture of the Federal Republic.”35

The “we” Kansteiner analyses is a symbol, an expression of a rising
new German self-confidence – seven years before the “Walser-Bubis-
Debatte” and one year before a racist mob made the homes of Vietnamese
immigrants in Rostock-Lichtenhagen the center of their racially motivated
riots for several days. Generally there had been a striking increase of neo-
fascist, extremist riots after 1989 – Mölln, Solingen, Hattingen, Krefeld,
Lübeck, and so forth.36 This is the situation in which Knopp produces his
six-part series Hitler: Eine Bilanz in 1995. Only six years earlier Knopp
had argued, that the private life of the “Führer” would be trivial and that
any exclusive focus on Hitler would indicate a secret personality cult. By
1995, however, he seems to have undergone a change of opinion. In the
booklet of the home video version of his 1995 television production,
Knopp states:

Like no other politician Hitler was able to play with the masses. In the role of
the demagogic agitator, he showed his most prominent traits of character. His
mastery of manipulation of the masses, led him on the path of power . . . If we
understand what he stood for, we will be immune against similar and other
temptations to call for a strong leader (einen starken Mann) in times of crisis.37

Knopp’s change of opinion between 1989 and 1995 is not unusual.
Many others who accused the generation of the perpetrators and the
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followers of National Socialism in the 1960s and 1970s underwent the
same change of perspective. The most prominent example is the current
German Minister of Foreign Affairs, Joseph Fischer. Empathizing with the
perpetrators, the so-called “dialogue between the generations” dominates
German discourses on the National Socialist past today. This is also
exemplified by the vast number of diaries on National Socialism published
during the past five years: Through the eyes of the innocent German they
offer us a view of a completely normal everyday-life during the time of
the Final Solution.

Kansteiner has analysed this narrative strategy in Knopp’s document-
aries very precisely. He cites one episode from Knopp’s series Hitler’s
Warriors as an example. According to Kansteiner, the empathy with the
perpetrators becomes unquestionably evident in the episode about “desert
fox” Erwin Rommel: “In the conclusion, the documentary stages and
mourns the suicide of a German military genius in sepia colors and permits
his son, Manfred Rommel, to ponder if he himself is a better human being
than his father and if he would not have done the same. An idol is
reborn.”38

Manfred Rommel’s self-identifying empathy for his father exemplifies
the above mentioned “dialogue between the generations”. Against this
background, the crucial question is: why does Knopp focus on the person
of Hitler, his helpers and his warriors, on Hitler’s Children (2000) and
Hitler’s Women (2001) from the middle of the 1990s onwards? Kansteiner
ascribes this shift in focus to Knopp’s “desire to attract the masses”, and
the new technological possibilities to do so. This is, of course, one
motivation for Knopp’s new personality cult, but it does not take into
account the preconditions and effects of the discourse. In addition, it is
essential to put the development of German Vergangenheitspolitik and
Erinnerungspolitik into a context, to fully understand the preconditions
and the effects of what Kansteiner calls “the Knopp phenomenon”.
Summarizing, Kansteiner shows pointedly that Knopp’s docudramas
“personalize” National Socialism. Kansteiner himself, however, personal-
izes the shift in German collective memory in quite a parallel way by
proclaiming a “Knopp phenomenon”.

IV. The Germanization of the Holocaust

It has become clear that we believe that it is necessary to integrate the
social and political situation in the analyses of “Holocaust-film”. Conse-
quently, we do not agree with Kansteiner’s account, that the voice-over
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commentaries in Knopp’s documentaries are politically correct while the
visual level works in a much more ambivalent and provocative way: from
an American point of view this might be correct – although the idea of
political correctness would have to be discussed first – but in the German
context the implications will be different.39 In order to shed light on the
importance of the difference of perspective, the following section will turn
the focus on the title of Knopp’s 2000 series, Holokaust.

The phrase Holocaust is used in Germany to describe the extermination
of the European Jews during World War II. It is an American phrase, which
was first introduced to the German public by the television series
Holocaust: Die Geschichte der Familie Weiss in 1979. In the German title
of his six-part television series Holokaust, Guido Knopp spells the term
with a “k” instead of a “c”. This goes back to an idea of the historian
Eberhard Jäckel, and was widely agreed upon by linguists and historians.
But what difference does Guido Knopp make when he tries to Germanize
the term Holocaust by writing it with a “k”? He adopts the perspective of
United States Americans:

The crime originated from German soil. The murder of the European Jews
belongs to German history. To designate this murder with an English expression
equals a distancing. When we really want to confront our historical responsi-
bility for this crime, then the spelling Holokaust [with “k” instead of “c”] is a
symbolic act of appropriation of our own history.”40

In Germany, one prefers to talk about the extermination of the European
Jews in the language of the United States Americans.41 We – that is not the
perpetrators anymore,42 we – that is the liberators (in the English transla-
tion, the title of the same series is, tellingly enough, Hitler’s Holocaust).
And that is the perspective from which Guido Knopp can say: “We
Germans who were born after the war are not to be blamed [verantwort-
lich] for the Holokaust. But we are even more responsible [verantwortlich]
for remembering. To be responsible means to confront ourselves with our
own history.”43

What it means to be confronted “with our own history” becomes clear
when one looks more closely at Knopp’s six part series about the history
of the Final Solution. Compared to earlier ZDF productions Holokaust is
a thoroughly researched and carefully commentated historical docu-
mentary, which presents previously unknown film material, puts many of
the historical sources into a context, and is critical against the strategies
of self-defense of the perpetrators.44 However, Holokaust follows a
straight, highly superficial plot without contradictions or inconsistencies.
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On the whole, the series relates the story of a loss of humanity, a loss that
has been experienced by victims and perpetrators alike. As the historian
Hanno Loewy puts it:

Holokaust . . . is supposed to tell a tragic story – or at least as “tragic” as a
horror-movie allows: stories of involved, “unguilty-guilty” human beings,
stricken by fate, enticed or traumatized by a demon who had transformed
humans into subhuman creatures. The classic tragedy as prototype: a story
which makes a claim for a “higher” point of view, from where the “romance”
of survival might appear as an American trivialty.45

Thus, in Knopp’s documentaries Germans appear not only as tools, but
also as victims of the Evil. The voice-over commentaries might be
ambivalent in their “political correctness”, but they do not oppose the
impact of the pictorial material.46

V. Singularity and Antisemitism

In order to understand how the Final Solution is mediated and modified
in the course of mass media film production it is not only necessary to
examine technological, cultural, and political developments. In addition,
one needs to grasp an idea of the specificity and singularity of the
historical subject in question. Doherty takes up this essential need for
historical awareness when he outlines two main concepts explaining the
ultimate causes of the “Holocaust”: The first concept explains the Final
Solution as a result of two thousand years of Antisemitism. On the
contrary, the second line of reasoning argues that modern bureaucracy and
capitalism have been the crucial factors in organizing the extermination
of the European Jews.

Doherty himself supports the latter line of reasoning when he enumer-
ates various historical genocides and then cites Richard Rubenstein’s point
of view about the Final Solution being a product of “the mainstream of
Western culture”. In addition, Doherty’s investigation of “Holocaust film”
is based on the assumption that “the sheer quantity and exceptional force
of film footage makes the Holocaust singular among genocides.”47

From our point of view, however, the question about the singularity of
the Final Solution needs to be examined more thoroughly. The first
disturbing fact is that it was absolutely senseless – from any moral,
religious or economic point of view. Furthermore, as Moishe Postone has
pointed out, the extermination of the European Jews did not help the
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Germans to win the war. Quite on the contrary, the deportations of Jews
during the last years of the war often occupied the railway tracks, which
otherwise could have been used to transport German troops.

The extermination of the Jews was not a means to another end. They were not
exterminated for military reasons, or in order to violently acquire land (as was
the case with the American Indians and the Tasmanians), or in order to wipe out
those segments of the population around whom resistance most easily crystal-
lize so that the rest could be exploited as helots (as was Nazis policy towards
the Poles and Russians), or for any other “extrinsic” goal. The extermination
of the Jews not only was to have been total, but was its own goal – extermina-
tion in order to exterminate – a goal which acquired absolute priority.48

To question the specificity and uniqueness of the Final Solution thus
raises the following questions: why the Jews? Why did the German
National Socialists murder Jews regardless of age, gender, nationality,
religious practices, and so forth?49 What is Antisemitism?50 For what
reasons did Antisemitism become a racist ideology, thus making ordinary
people to mass murderers?51 And what about the years after the war? Did
Germans feel sorry for what they had done? Did they look for a way to
deal with their crimes and to compensate the victims? Of course one does
not need to answer all of these questions before one can examine Knopp’s
documentaries or “Holocaust films” in general. However, they have to be
asked over and over again to retain the specificity and uniqueness of the
historic subject.

In the course of this commentary, we have demonstrated that the
German attempts to comprehend the Final Solution generally resulted in
an inadequate appropriation of the past. The perspectives of the victims
and the liberators have been annexed in order to master the disturbances
and uncertainties that derive from the Final Solution.52 An analysis that,
like Benjamin’s, wants to be understood as political practice, needs to
endure these disturbances and uncertainties, it needs to endure the “Aura”
of the historic event in the present. From Benjamin’s work we can learn
to approach the meaning of something in a tentative way in order to retain
its “Aura”.53
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This bibliography contains books or monographs arranged according to
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