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THE HISTORY OF THE IDEA OF LEHNSWESEN
SUSAN REYNOLDS

In 2010 Jürgen Dendorfer and Roman Deutinger edited a collection of
essays in response to an attack on the concept of feudalism that I had
published sixteen years before.1 I was much encouraged by their
interest and learned a lot from their book about the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, specially but not only in Germany, even if it did not
quite address my problem about the content and coherence of the
actual concept of Lehnswesen, either to reject or support my argument.
What I had argued was that the words Lehnswesen, féodalité, feudalità,
or ‘feudalism’ do not represent a coherent category of phenomena in
medieval law, politics, and society. Most non-Marxist historians of
medieval Germany, like those of the rest of medieval Europe use
these words as if their meaning is too obvious to need justification or
definition. This may not be surprising since, leaving aside F. L.
Ganshof’s deliberately narrow, technical, and legal treatment of the
subject in Qu’est-ce que la féodalité?, Max Weber and Marc Bloch, both
undeniable masters, gave very similar lists of the characteristics of
what they respectively called Lehnswesen and féodalité. Both mentioned what Weber called the contractual nature of fiefs as the characteristic form of feudal property and also the purely interpersonal
character of vassalage as the main social bond of society. The six components of both lists, however, occur in different sources from different dates and areas, too variously distributed to form a single packThis article is adapted from a lecture delivered at the Institut für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung at the University of Vienna in April 2017. I
am very grateful to the Institut for having me and to Professor Dr Brigitte
Kasten for all her help and encouragement with the subject since 1994.

1 Jürgen Dendorfer and Roman Deutinger (eds.), Das Lehnswesen im Hochmittelalter (Ostfildern, 2010); Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval
Evidence Reinterpreted (Oxford, 1994).
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age, let alone anything like Weber’s own idea of an Ideal Type.2 This
objection does not apply to Marxist feudalism, which is relatively simple and well attested: there was surely an inherent conflict between
the interests of landlords and peasants, which was exacerbated by the
landlords’ superior position in government.
The incoherence of non-Marxist Lehnswesen, on the other hand,
raises serious problems. They may not seem so obvious if one concentrates, as most European medievalists do, on the history of the
modern state one belongs to and on just one part of the thousand
years of medieval history, but they make it hard to fit together the
different aspects of the single phenomenon they assume. Two items
in both lists raise questions which explain the title of my book and
my concentration on what medieval historians call vassalage and
fiefs/Lehen. The first is the supposedly close interpersonal relationship between lords and those whom historians call their vassals. This
seems to be attested chiefly in reports of rituals which may not have
always taken place or have represented very real interpersonal emotions and commitments, specially when a king or other lord had
many vassals whom he seldom, if ever, saw. The second item, fiefs,
are seen as the standard form of property of nobles and free men,
which were ‘conditional property’, with less complete rights and
more obligations than are normally attached to property in capitalist
societies today. This comparison, however, seems to be based on very
little analysis of property rights and obligations in real practice either
in the middle ages or now. All property in any society is conditional
in so far as its rights and obligations are subject to judgement: claims
can only become rights in any society, whether in land or anything
else, if they are acknowledged by some sort of authoritative judgement.
There are also serious problems about words. We must each use
our own, in our own various languages, but we need to think
whether either similar or different words that we find in our sources
were always understood in the same way by different people, or
2 Ganshof’s definition and the two lists are set out in Susan Reynolds, ‘The
Use of Feudalism in Comparative History’, in Benjamin Z. Kedar (ed.), Explorations in Comparative History (Jerusalem, 2009), 191–217, repr. in Susan
Reynolds, The Middle Ages without Feudalism: Essays in Criticism and Comparison on the Medieval West (Farnham, 2012).
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referred to the same phenomena, in different contexts and times. The
relationship between words, concepts, or notions, and the actual phenomena to which they seem to refer is vital to my argument, and I
shall return to it later.
The Origin and Development of the Idea of Lehnswesen

In order to make sense of the concept of feudalism or Lehnswesen and
its meaning in the social and political history of the European middle
ages, we need to start by thinking about the way that it first appeared
and developed its vocabulary. It seems to have started from discussions among academic lawyers in sixteenth-century France about the
authority of Roman law in France and whether the noble properties
that they called fiefs had derived from Frankish or Roman law. The
arguments were not based on the records of French law as it had been
practised in early medieval France, but from the academic law in
which the more ambitious lawyers of the later middle ages had been
trained. This derived from a twelfth-century legal compilation now
known as the Consuetudines Feudorum or Libri Feudorum.3 The second
title seems preferable since the work is clearly not a statement of custom. It looks more like the product of discussions among the new
kind of academic and professional lawyers who had appeared in
north Italy by 1100. It starts, after listing those who can give a feudum,
with a short passage of conjectural history—that is, history invented
to make sense of the present and explain it—about the origin of feuda.
However slight and unsupported by evidence, this must rank as the
first, as well as most influential, item in the historiography of feudalism, féodalité, Lehnrecht, Lehnswesen—and Marxist Feudalismus too.
According to the author of this part of the Libri, feuda were first granted to be held at the lord’s will, then for life, and only later became
hereditary.
To make sense of the Libri Feudorum, however, we need to go even
further back: to a diploma about the holding by laymen of ecclesiastical and royal property that the emperor Conrad II issued in 1037
3 Karl Lehmann (ed.), Consuetudines Feudorum, Compilatio Antiqua (Göttingen,

1892), 8, repr. with Das Langobardische Lehnrecht (Göttingen, 1896) as Karl
August Eckhardt (ed.), Consuetudines Feudorum (Aalen, 1971).
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while he was besieging Milan.4 Conrad cannot have known that he
was creating a new sort of law that would come to be called feudal
law/Lehnrecht. He simply intended to deal with trouble that had broken out between the archbishop of Milan and the laymen who held
lands belonging to his church. Common as were disputes like this
between great churches and those to whom they granted land in
return for the protection and service that armed laymen could provide, Conrad’s diploma started something new because he made his
judgement in Lombardy, where it was formally recorded just at the
time when the new kind of academic and professional law was
emerging there. It gave the new kind of academic lawyers a basis for
argument about the disputes that continued to arise between churches and their lay tenants.
Historians often call Conrad’s diploma his Lehngesetz, but the
word feudum is not used in it, though beneficium is—probably in the
sense of favour rather than as the synonym for feudum that would be
used later by German lawyers. Nor is the word vassal used. The
diploma refers to those whose rights it was defending against their
lords as milites and maiores vasvassores. This last word does not seem
as yet to have had the sense of ‘vassal of a vassal’ that was later attributed to it. When vavassores were referred to elsewhere at about this
time they seem to have been people of moderate status, above the
ordinary milites, and that may be what Conrad or his advisers intended.5 The diploma protected the archbishop’s tenants against arbitrary
confiscation by subjecting it to the judgement of their equals (pares)
and added that this should also apply to the tenants of all royal or
church land under Conrad’s authority. That merely gave them a right
that belonged by custom to freemen in general:6 Conrad seems therefore to have meant his judgement to confirm to tenants of royal and

H. Bresslau (ed.), Die Urkunden Konrads (Mon. Ger. Hist., 1909), no. 244; on
which see Hagen Keller, ‘Das Edictum de Beneficiis Konrads II und die Entwicklung des Lehnswesen in der ersten Hälfte des 11. Jahrhunderts’,
settimane di studio del Centro Italiano di studi sull’alto Medioevo, 47/1 (2000),
227–57.
5 Timothy Reuter, ‘Valvassor’, in Adalbert Erler and Ekkehard Kaufmann
(eds.), Handwörterbuch zur Deutschen Rechtsgeschichte, 5 vols. (Berlin, 1984–90),
v. 643.
6 E.g. Susan Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe, 900–1300
(2nd edn. Oxford, 1997), 23–38.
4
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church land the same security as freemen had in their own land. His
diploma did not introduce any new principle or ‘feudal privilege’.
How far the diploma was known in the kingdom of Germany before
the mid twelfth century seems uncertain.
During the twelfth century more texts became attached to the
original compilation of the Libri Feudorum and the whole compilation
then became attached to the texts of Roman law studied in universities in Italy and southern France that ambitious young lawyers,
including Germans, might attend.7 Some students may have done no
more than attend one or two lectures on it, if that, but using its vocabulary suggested the sort of expertise that might impress a court of
law. Along with the words feudum, which was in Conrad’s diploma,
and vassallus, which was not but crept into later versions, lawyers
started to use other bits of technical legal vocabulary like dominium
directum and dominium utile. They could show it off in any secular
court since, I suggest, separate systems of law with separate courts
did not as yet exist except for canon law. There were no regular and
separate ‘feudal courts’ in France any more than there were, I suspect, in the kingdom of Germany.8 Disputes about fiefs came to the
court of whatever person or community had some level of civil and
criminal jurisdiction over the area in which the land lay. The law
applied differed, I suggest, because higher courts with more professional lawyers adopted the vocabulary and rules of Roman law and
the Lehnrecht attached to it, not because lords’ courts were ‘feudal’
courts which therefore used ‘feudal’ law.
When the French academic lawyers of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries who started the historical study of Lehnrecht were concerned about the authority of Roman law in France, the origin of fiefs
in Roman or Frankish law, and the rights of nobles in their fiefs, they
picked up those few sentences of conjectural history from the opening
of the Libri Feudorum and accepted them as authoritative. Then from
the seventeenth century French historians integrated what came to be

Helmut Coing, Römisches Recht in Deutschland (Ius Romanum Medii Aevi, 5/6)
(Milan, 1964), and ‘L’Application des “Libri Feudorum”’, in Diritto Commune
e Diritto Locali della storia dell’Europa (Milan, 1980), 15–23; Gerhard Dilcher,
‘Das lombardische Lehnrecht der Libri Feudorum im Europäischen Kontext’,
in Karl-Heinz Spieß (ed.), Ausbildung und Verbreitung des Lehnswesens im Reich
und in Italien im 12. und 13. Jahrhundert (Ostfildern, 2013), 41–91.
8 Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals, 454.
7
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called féodalité into the history of France itself, to show how the rise of
their monarchy ended ‘feudal anarchy.’ In France ever since then the
stages by which fiefs became hereditary have continued to figure in
discussions of the earlier middle ages, while the whole subject of feudal history has generally continued to be focused on the nobility. In
the late eighteenth century the story was enriched—or confused—by
the study of the medieval chansons de geste. There the vernacular
word vassal had been used to mean a warrior or valiant man, with no
implications of landholding or relationship to a particular lord.9
Assimilating the landowners whom lawyers had since the later middle ages been calling vassalli to the knights of chivalric literature gave
vassalage a new aura of romance. Paradoxically, les droits féodaux that
were abolished in the Revolution just at this time were not about relationships between lords and their noble vassals at all, but about the
rights of landowners over their peasant tenants.10
Scholars in seventeenth-century England took up the subject
from the French and tried to apply the laws and words of French feudal law to medieval England, with its entirely different legal system
and vocabulary. They focused on the difference between what one of
them called the right of property, which they thought ‘inherent in
every Englishman’ in their own day, and what they called the mere
‘tenure’ of medieval ‘fees’, which they thought dated from 1066.11
From the twelfth century virtually all jurisdiction in England both
over free land and over serious crimes was reserved to the king. The
lord of what historians call a vassal thus became merely the person
from whom he or she acquired land and the English ‘feudal hierarchy’ became a hierarchy of property rights, or what English histori9 T. Venckeleer, ‘Faut-il traduire vassal par vassal?’, in Mélanges de linguistique, de offerts à J. R. smeets (photog. typescript, Leiden, 1982), 303–16; Lionel
Gossman, Medievalism and the Ideologies of the Enlightenment (Baltimore, 1968),
273–84.
10 On the need to distinguish these see Dominique Barthélemy, L’Ordre seigneuriale: XIe–XIIe siècle (Paris, 1990), 1–12, and ‘Seigneurie’, in Dictionnaire
Raisonné de l’Occident médiéval (Paris, 1999); Susan Reynolds, ‘The Historiography of Feudalism in France’, in Osamu Kano and Jean-Loup Lemaitre
(eds.), Entre Texte et Histoire: Études d’Histoire médievale offertes au Professeur
shoichi sato (Paris, 2015), 293–308.
11 Susan Reynolds, ‘Tenure and Property in Medieval England’, Historical Research, 88 (2015), 563–76.
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ans call ‘tenure’, rather than the hierarchy of jurisdiction that it was
in France and Germany. As for vassalage, historians of England are
as sure of its importance as are historians in France, even though the
word is almost never in their sources. Bloch in France and Maitland
in England defined a feudal society as one in which the characteristic
or main bond was the relation between a man and his immediate lord
(un chef tout proche).12 Great historians though they both were, any
suggestion that medieval society could be considered feudal in this
sense ignores the vast evidence of the collective element in medieval
society and government.13
The difference between the historiographies of feudalism in
France and England may help to explain how the story of what is
supposed to have been a Europe-wide phenomenon seems to be different again in the kingdom of Germany. Lawyers and historians in
each country who took up the idea of feudal law and then broadened
it to feudal government and society seem to have adapted it to suit
both their evidence and the preoccupations of the law and politics of
their own time. That applies to the kingdom of Germany as much as
to France and England, though I must point out that I know even less
about Germany after the middle ages, when the texts that I have read
were written, than I know about medieval Germany. My suggestions
may nevertheless spur someone on to correct them, which would
advance at least my knowledge.
Lehnswesen before the nineteenth Century

The first German writing about the history of feudal law/Lehnrecht
that I have read comes, like the first French, from the sixteenth century. Ulrich Zäsy (Zasius), who died in 1535, explained how the Usus
Feudorum set out in the Libri Feudorum, though unknown to civil law
and separate from it, had come to Gaul and Germania from the
Romans. It was, he said, useful and necessary even though it had
become complicated by doctores feudistae, and though Germans had

12 Marc Bloch, La société Féodale, 2 vols. (Paris, 1939–40), ii. 247; Frederick
William Maitland, Constitutional History of England (Cambridge, 1946), 141,
though cf. Frederick Pollock and Frederick William Maitland, History of
English Law, 2 vols. (2nd edn. Cambridge, 1911), ii. 234.
13 Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities.
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always been too naturally free to have had true servi.14 According to
Johannes Schneidewein, writing a little later, the Libri Feudorum was
originally a private work, but had secured public authority not only
by imperial decisions, but by having been edited by doctors of
Bologna on the order of the emperor, Frederick the Younger (Friderici
Iunioris).15 Having ‘public’ authority did not, of course, mean being
what is now called ‘public law’. Legal historians have sometimes
read the distinction between public and private law back into the
middle ages, but it apparently only began to be made in German law
from the end of the fifteenth century and did not become reasonably
clear until the early nineteenth.16
In the seventeenth century, German scholars, including lawyers,
like those of France and England, became increasingly interested in
wider constitutional and social history. Nearly all, like European historians ever since, were primarily interested in the history of their
own ‘peoples’ or ‘nations’.17 In the middle ages most people probably took it for granted that their nation formed a kingdom. For
Germans things were less simple. At one level they knew that they
were all Germans, living in an empire that had gloriously succeeded
to that of Rome and was ruled by an emperor who had precedence
over all the mere kings of Europe. But they also believed in their own
separate peoples or nations within the greater German nation. Writing probably in the early 1640s, Hermann Conring, who has been
Udalricus Zasius, Opera Omnia, 7 vols. (Lyon, 1550; repr. Aalen, 1964–6), i.
cols. 444, 973; ii. col. 267; iv. (1) cols. 243–7, 253, 257, 276, 326–7; Steven Rowan,
Ulrich Zasius (Frankfurt, 1987), 6–10.
15 This suggests Frederick II, but it should surely be Frederick I: J. Schneidewein, In Usus Feudorum Epitome (Hanover, 1595), 14. I am very grateful to the
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich, for supplying the text online and to the
Institute of Historical Research, London, for getting it and even printing it
out for me.
16 Lucien Hölscher, ‘Öffentlichkeit’, in Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and
Reinhart Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 1972–
97), iv. 427–30; Brigitte Kasten, ‘À propos de la dichotomie entre privé et public dans les testaments des rois francs’, in François Bougard et al. (eds.), sauver
son âme et se perpetuer (Rome, 2005), 159–201.
17 Susan Reynolds, ‘Nations, Tribes, Peoples, and States’, Medieval Worlds, 2
(2015), 79–89, online at <http://medievalworlds.net/medieval_worlds>,
accessed 23 June 2017.
14
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called the founder of German legal history, accepted that the common
laws of Germany in his own day were undoubtedly Roman, but
pointed out that all its provinces nevertheless had their own laws and
feudalia instituta, with those of the Saxons and Swabians particularly
well recorded. He cited different opinions of scholars in putting the
introduction of the Lombard feudal laws (that is, those derived from
the Libri Feudorum) in the thirteenth or fifteenth century.18 It now
seems likely that knowledge of it, or at least its vocabulary, had been
spreading gradually among professionals since the twelfth century,
but whenever it came, adoption of the vocabulary and some of its rituals helped to explain and justify the relation of emperor to princes
and princes to their subjects.
During the eighteenth century some German scholars quickly
took up the new Scottish and French idea of stages of human history,
starting with hunting and fishing, and then an agricultural or feudal
stage, which was now generally thought of as past. This posed a
problem for German scholars: feudal law was apparently still in force
in Germany although, as Johann Justi said, it no longer fitted society
and was in ruins. By his time, however, the turning of fiefs into
allods, and then the spread of codification, were beginning to consign
Lehnrecht to that past age in which Justi thought it had fitted society.19
In Prussia its relics were by 1781 being cared for in a much more
modern way in the Lehnsdepartement of the Ministry of Justice.20
Other lawyers, of course, still wrote about the history of Lehnrecht as
if nothing had changed, perhaps regarding learning about it as good
discipline for law students. The word Lehnswesen is generally used
now to represent a broader view of society and politics than just law,
but the first use of it on which I have happened came in F. A. Sorgen’s
Chronologie des teutschen Lehnwesens mit anmerkungen und beilagen of
1764. He thought that the Lehnrecht of his own day came out of the
oldest German customs, but his chronology simply lists emperors
and bits of their legislation. He mentions Conrad II, but not 1037, and

18 Hermann Conring, Opera, 6 vols. (Brunswick, 1730), vi. 77–164 (De Origine
Juris Germanici, at 77, 167–73); Alberto Jori, Hermann Conring (1606–1681): Der
Begründer der deutschen Rechtsgeschichte (Tübingen, 2006).
19 Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi, Die natur und das Wesen der staaten
(Berlin, 1760), 8, 269–70, 480–8.
20 Carl Gottlieb Svarez, Vorträge über Recht und staat, ed. Hermann Conrad
and Gerd Kleinheyer (Cologne, 1957), 340, 345, 347.
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Frederick I’s contact with die Rechtsgelehrten in Welschland, but not the
Roncaglia legislation of 1258 or trial of Henry the Lion.21 Meanwhile,
however, ever since Johann Schilter (d. 1705) had published an early
text of Salic law, other lawyers had been learning much more about
the middle ages. Theodor Hagemann, writing in the 1780s, thought
that in Germany and Italy from the twelfth century the Feudalsystem
replaced the earlier Beneficialsystem, but he had clearly read much on
medieval history about more than German feudal law.22 The new
flexibility of ideas—and language—about it all was shown by
Hegel’s treatment in his stages of history of what he variously called
Feudalwesen, Feudalität, or Feudalverfassung,23 and then by Marx when
he made the motor of change stages economic. Since Marxist feudalism really shares nothing but its name with the non-Marxist version,
however, it falls outside the scope of this article.24 The confusing use
of the same word may explain how fief-holding and vassalage have
even crept into some orthodox Marxist writing.25
K. F. Eichhorn, who wrote early in the nineteenth century, has
been called the father of German legal history,26 but if he was,
Conring must have been its grandfather and have had a number of
sons, like Schilter and Hagemann, born well before him.27 The way
that the German historiography of Lehnrecht started so firmly in law,
including both what would now be distinguished as public and as
private law, explains how it has remained more sober and better
based on evidence of medieval practice than much that has been has
been written in French and English.28 There the tendency to stress

Friedrich Adolf Sorgen, Chronologie des teutschen Lehnwesens mit anmerkungen und beilagen (Frankfurt, 1764), 3, 11–14.
22 Theodor Hagemann, Einleitung in des gemeine in Teutschland übliche Lehnrecht (2nd. edn. Hanover, 1792).
23 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte: Die germanische Welt, ed. Georg Lasson (Hamburg, 1923), 805–18.
24 Eckhard Müller-Mertens, ‘Zur Feudalentwicklung im Okzident und zur
Definition des Feudalverhältnisses’, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 14
(1966), 52–73.
25 Reynolds, ‘The Use of Feudalism’, 213.
26 neue deutsche Biographie, 4 (1957), 120, 266, 378–9.
27 Hagemann, Einleitung, 91, 111–76, cites many works, esp. from the eighteenth century.
28 Jürgen Dendorfer, ‘Zur Einleitung’, in id. and Deutinger (eds.), Das
21
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and romanticize vassalage as a close interpersonal relationship—
even the strongest bond of medieval society—seems to me to ignore
not only the bonds of kinship and neighbourhood but the collective
character and solidarities of medieval society and government.29
The nineteenth Century

Much as Hagemann and others had already achieved, a splendid
new age of German medieval historiography opened with the foundation of the Monumenta Germaniae Historica in 1819. Then the controversy between Roth and Waitz in the middle of the century both
exemplified and encouraged the new critical use of legal sources, and
the light they shed on society and government.30 What made this so
important for the history of Lehnswesen—and of European historical
scholarship in general—was the fact that their arguments were firmly focused on the reading and interpretation of a wide range of early
medieval documents. This was, I think, the first time that any European historians had thought so hard about what their documentary
sources implied about society and politics. A new age of professional and, above all, critical historical research was emerging, as well as
a new sort of study of Lehnrecht. Both Roth and Waitz started from
law but Waitz’s fifty years working on the Monumenta, the last nine
at its head, gave him a wider view of the earlier middle ages than
anyone had yet had. He reflected some of the French ideas when he
referred to the interpersonal relationships of vassalage but, though
he stressed homage and fidelity, he never (I think) suggested that the
relation between lord and vassal replaced collective bonds in
medieval societies. The range of sources he cited to trace the use of
Lehnswesen, 19–21; Roman Deutinger, ‘Das hochmittelalterliche Lehnswesen’, ibid. 471–3, though note the romantic conservatism of Adam Müller,
Die Elemente der staatskunst, 3 vols. (Berlin, 1809), ii. 93–4.
29 Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities, passim.
30 Paul Roth, Geschichte der Beneficialwesens (Erlangen, 1850); id., Feudalität und
Untertanverband (Weimar, 1863); Georg Waitz, Abhandlungen zur Deutschen
Verfassungs- und Rechtsgeschichte (Göttingen, 1896); id., ‘Lehnwesen’, in J. C.
Bluntschi and K. Brater (eds.), Deutsches staats-Wörterbuch (Stuttgart, 1857–
74), vi. 357–67; Georg Waitz, Deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte (2nd and 3rd edns.
Berlin, 1880–93).
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words for Lehen and Vasall through to the mid twelfth century was
enormous.31 He started, of course, from the assumptions of his time
about the consistent and technical use of words in the earlier middle
ages that could, I suggest, only have come later, with professional
law and record-keeping.
In the next generation another stage in the construction of modern
ideas about non-Marxist feudalism came with Brunner’s proposal that
‘vassals’ first did their military service as cavalry in Charles Martel’s
victory over Arab invaders at the battle of Poitiers.32 Whether this
turned out to be probable is perhaps less important than the impetus
that it gave to the study not only of German Lehnrecht, but of feudalism in general. For French historians cavalry suggested something
like nobility and, since Poitiers is in France, it was the Franks of
France who saved Europe from the Moslem invaders. For the English
the mounted soldiers at Poitiers evoked 1066, when a battle won by
cavalry is held to have introduced feudalism to England.
The Twentieth Century

With Brunner the historiography of Lehnswesen was set much as it
has gone on since. Mitteis summed it up well, concentrating in the
German tradition on law and constitutional relationships rather than
the more romantic and less well-attested aspects of French féodalité
and English feudalism.33 This was not the only difference in what we
call ‘national’ traditions of historiography as compulsory education
was established in European states and state-supported universities
multiplied. In each European state the idea of feudalism that came to
be accepted has been shaped by the changing preoccupations of its
lawyers, historians, and students of politics and society ever since the
idea had been introduced. The unprecedented depth and breadth of

E.g. Waitz, Deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte, vi. 1–138, esp. 112–38.
Heinrich Brunner, ‘Der Ritterdienst und die Anfänge des Lehnswesens’,
Zeitschrift der savigny-stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Germanistische Abteilung, 8
(1887), 1–38.
33 Heinrich Mitteis, Lehnrecht und staatsgewalt (Weimar, 1933); Bernhard
Diestelkamp, ‘Heinrich Mitteis “Lehnrecht und Saatsgewalt” im Licht moderner Forschung’, in Peter Landau et al. (eds.), Heinrich Mitteis nach hundert
Jahren (1889–1989) (Munich, 1991), 11–22.
31
32
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the way that the great nineteenth-century German historians used
medieval sources makes their assumptions and preoccupations less
obvious than those of most of their predecessors and some of their
contemporaries. But one shared assumption has remained clear: that
something that was described as Lehnswesen/féodalité/feudalism
developed from the early middle ages as a system of law and politics
that still forms a framework for much of the medieval history of most
of the modern states of Europe. What is worrying about this is the
strong tendency to teleology, tracing the development of feudalism/Lehnswesen largely through the use of particular words, until it
reached its complete and coherent form in the twelfth or thirteenth
century. This may make it harder to understand earlier medieval
society: our understanding of any society at any time is surely not
helped by seeing it as merely a stage in the development of something that came later.
After Mitteis the general idea of non-Marxist feudalism and its
development remained more or less unchanged for the rest of the
twentieth century. Within this framework university systems in different states encouraged historians to concentrate on their own
‘national’ histories, so that those concerned at all with feudalism—
which means nearly all medievalists—seem to have worried less than
they might have about the variations within it.34 Much was nevertheless done on its origins, and also on particular aspects that can be
better attested in the more abundant sources that survive from the
twelfth century.35
But that abundance raises a question that historians of feudalism
have not, I suggest, thought about enough. That is the effect of what
is arguably the most important development in the history of human
law anywhere: its change from being the customary law of a society,
applied according to the consensus of assemblies, to being the business and property of professional lawyers. In medieval Europe that
began in eleventh-century Italy and then spread north of the Alps
from the twelfth, along with what Max Weber called bureaucracy,
34 Jürgen Dendorfer, ‘Was war das Lehnswesen?’, in Eva Schlotheuber and
Maximilian Schuh (eds.), Denkweisen und Lebenswelten des Mittelalters
(Munich, 2004), 43–64, above, n. 2.
35 Erler and Kaufmann (eds.), Handwörterbuch zur Deutschen Rechtsgeschichte;
Otto Brunner, ‘Feudalismus’, in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, ii. 337–50.
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that is, professional administration and record-keeping.36 This
process was clearly beginning in Germany in the twelfth century,
notably under Frederick Barbarossa. It was partly the result of contact with Italy, but also of economic growth and the spread of literacy, which enabled northern Europeans, like Italians, to keep more
records and use them more systematically.37 Not that systematic and
recorded government was entirely new: tenth- and eleventh-century
German kings and emperors had more competent servants, communicated more with local assemblies, and kept more useful records
than has always been recognized.38 Even so, and despite the beginning of changes in the twelfth century, it is difficult to imagine a
work like the sachsenspiegel being written much before 1200.
Although Eike von Repgow does not seem to have been what we
would now call either a professional or an academic, he had spent
much time in court and thought hard about what happened there.
However much he talked about custom, he was interested and
informed about recent changes in the law that he had seen applied
there and about the reasons for it all.39
From the twelfth century the law that was applied in all but the
humblest secular courts in the parts of Europe about which I know
anything varied not, just as it always had, as consensus shifted in different assemblies, but as custom was recorded and established in
separate jurisdictions under the growing influence of professional
judges and lawyers. The new professionalism of lawyers and administrators had profound effects on government and law, but how far
the use merely of a new, professional vocabulary of vassals and fiefs
affected the actual rights and obligations attached to the land of free
men in any kingdom or lordship seems doubtful. Whatever words
professional lawyers used, any ruler faced trouble if he tried to
36 Susan Reynolds, ‘The Emergence of Professional Law in the Long Twelfth
Century’, Law and History Review, 21 (2003), 347–66, repr. in ead., The Middle
Ages without Feudalism.
37 Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals, 440–51.
38 David S. Bachrach, ‘Exercise of Royal Power in Early Medieval Europe: The
Case of Otto the Great’, Early Medieval Europe, 17 (2009), 389–419; Reynolds,
Fiefs and Vassals, 409–14.
39 Ruth Schmidt-Wiegand, ‘Der “Sachsenspiegel” Eikes von Repgow als Beispiel mittelalterlicher Fachliteratur’, Zeitschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und
Linguistik, 51/2 (1983), 2016–26.
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reduce the property rights of his free subjects, especially the greater
subjects on whom he relied for advice and service.
Two questions that have been too often ignored in discussing feudal law/Lehnrecht are, first, how far can we read back from the procedures, rules, and, above all, the words of the age of professional
law to the procedures, rules, and words of the period before 1100?
Secondly, how far can we assume that they reflect real social relations
and ideas after 1100? Much of the history of feudalism has ignored
both, but that is rash. Words in any language are liable to mean different things to different people in different contexts and circumstances. When customary law was applied in local assemblies in
countries with different vernaculars, and then recorded in Latin written in different monasteries by monks who started from these different vernaculars, there were bound to be variations. Words could not
have ‘technical’ senses because law was not a technique until there
were technicians to apply its rules, which is what professional
lawyers and administrators were. It is not, moreover, just the words
used in the middle ages that we need to think about but ours. Words
even in one language, let alone in translation, are still understood differently by different people despite all the dictionaries that we have
and they had not. To understand medieval sources, whether in Latin
or any vernacular, we need to think hard about the difference between the words we find there, the notions or concepts those words
represented for the scribe, and the actual phenomena he referred to,
as well as what the modern dictionaries and glossaries tell us about
Lehnswesen or Lehnrecht.40 Ruth Schmidt-Wiegand discussed the relationship of words, concepts, and phenomena, in the context of medieval social history in 1975, years before I became obsessed with it.41
Both the words feudum/feodum and beneficium could be used in
various senses: beneficium obviously for many sorts of gifts or
favours, while feudum, if it was applied to land before the twelfth century, seems to have generally referred to quite small bits, not, in any
area I have studied, to the estates of nobles—another word that could
40 Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals, 396–474, on the kingdom of Germany, needs
revision at several points.
41 Ruth Schmidt-Wiegand, ‘Historische Onomasiologie und Mittelalterforschung’, Frühmittelalterliche studien, 9 (1975), 49–78; Reynolds, ‘Use of Feudalism’, 195–7.
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also be used very variously.42 What is known about the property of
nobles in the earlier middle ages does not suggest that most of it had
originally come from royal grants or that anyone thought it had. That
idea came later, when academics started to apply the conjectural history of the Libri Feudorum to all noble property. In the twelfth century academic and professional lawyers began to use the word feudum
(in any of its variant forms) or, in Germany, beneficium, for noble
property, but nobles and free men did not lose rights in their property because of this, nor were the new words immediately recognized
as having the meanings that later historians would give them. Can
we be sure, for instance, that the word beneficium in Austria’s
Privilegium Minus of 1156 had already acquired the technical sense of
what historians call a Belehnung?43 Since the rights conveyed in the
record were not those of the usual historian’s model of a benefice or
fief, beneficium here may have meant simply that it was given by royal
favour. When other noble and free property meanwhile acquired
new obligations, that was not because of new words but of more systematic and professional law and government. Rather than saying
that Frederick Barbarossa, ‘feudalized’ the kingdom of Germany, I
should rather say that he, or his advisers, introduced more professional law and government to it. Thanks to contacts with Italian
lawyers, notably at Roncaglia, the new law used some of the vocabulary they had developed from the Libri Feudorum but, far from happening at a time of general ‘feudalization’, this happened at a time
when what we call ‘feudal’ service, particularly in armies, was being
replaced in many areas by paid service.
42 Jane Martindale, ‘The French Aristocracy in the Early Middle Ages: A
Reappraisal,’ Past and Present, 75 (1977), 27–42, repr. in ead., status, Authority
and Regional Power (Aldershot, 1997); Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals, 38–45,
444–5, 469–71.
43 Dip. Frid. I, no. 151; also e.g. no. 187. Cf. e.g. Roman Deutinger, ‘Das
Privilegium minus, Otto von Freising und der Verfassungswandel des 12.
Jahrhunderts’, in Peter Schmid and Heinrich Wanderwitz (eds.), Die Geburt
Öesterreichs (Regensburg, 2007), 179–99, and in Dendorfer and Deutinger
(eds.), Das Lehnswesen, 468; Rudolf Schieffer, ‘Das Lehnswesen in den
deutschen Königsurkunden’, ibid. 79–90; Karl-Heinz Spieß, ‘Formalisierte
Autorität: Entwicklungen in Lehnsrecht des 13. Jahrhundert’, Historische
Zeitschrift, 295 (2012), 62–77.
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As for the word vassal, though often mentioned in discussions of
the sachsenspiegel, it does not appear in the glossaries of either part,
but it will be easier to know about its vernacular use elsewhere when
the new edition of Grimm’s Wörterbuch gets to V. In Latin, vassus,
which had anyway had a rather different sense from that of the vassal of feudal historiography, seems to have been gradually replaced
by vassallus, but that was rare, for instance, in royal diplomas from
1002 until 1158, after which its use multiplied, presumably as part of
the vocabulary Frederick’s lawyers picked up in Italy. I leave other
sources to younger and better qualified Austrian and German
medievalists to explore. Meanwhile I suggest that one should notice
the words actually used in the source one cites and remember that in
France, despite historians’ fondness for the word ‘vassal’, it was
rarely, if ever, used after the tenth century in Latin texts until professional lawyers reintroduced it from the late thirteenth, while in the
vernacular it meant something quite different.44 Using the word in
any of our modern languages now to imply a whole structure of
medieval relationship is surely misleading.
Conclusion

It was very encouraging that Professor Deutinger called Fiefs and
Vassals a Weckruf to resume the study of Lehnswesen.45 Das Lehnswesen
im Hochmittelalter and other recent German works on Lehnswesen
have been full of learned, valuable, and thought-provoking work on
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. But the title of the book, as well
as most of its contents, seems to assume that the word Lehnswesen
represents a real phenomenon of medieval society, though without
actually arguing that it was. My Weckruf was intended to show that
it was not, but I would have no complaint about reasoned argument
that either my whole argument or any part of it was wrong. That
should advance knowledge and, even better, understanding. But, if it
is not being too ungrateful and argumentative, I question whether
Professor Dendorfer is right to think that my use of words like ‘government’ and ‘public welfare’ in the context of medieval history was
44
45

Venckeleer, ‘Faut-il traduire vassal par vassal?’.
Dendorfer and Deutinger (eds.), Das Lehnswesen, 463.
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anachronistic.46 These words can be applied to any human society,
however differently from any modern societies it is or was ruled or
governed and however different its ideas about welfare. Government
and public welfare were as much the business of Otto I as of Angela
Merkel, though his ideas about both differed from hers. Where
anachronism comes in is rather in the notions or concepts in the
minds of those who use key words, like fief and vassal, without distinguishing the notions those words convey to them now from the
various notions that they may have conveyed to all the different people who used them in the middle ages.
Finally, therefore, do we need to put our study of medieval societies into the bulging, battered framework of Lehnswesen/feudalism
that has been formed out of ideas about feuda expressed by an early
twelfth-century academic lawyer in north Italy, then variously used
in different European jurisdictions, and further elaborated by academic lawyers and historians since the sixteenth century? Does the
word, with all the different notions that it has represented to different historians, help us understand the actual phenomena of the particular society, its political and social relations, and its law in practice,
at the particular time we are studying? What does anyone who uses
the word now mean by it? In particular, does not the whole idea distract attention from the collective, though not democratic, solidarities
and action that were so fundamental to medieval society and government?
46 Dendorfer, ‘Zur Einleitung’, 18. As for ‘ownership’, I mentioned the word
in order to reject it as misleading for property in any period. Cf. Reynolds,
Fiefs and Vassals, 51, 53, and ead., ‘Tenure and Property in Medieval England’,
563–4.
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NATIONAL EXPECTATIONS AND TRANSNATIONAL
INFRASTRUCTURE: THE MEDIA, GLOBAL NEWS
COVERAGE, AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS IN
THE AGE OF HIGH IMPERIALISM
Dominik Geppert

ten years ago, when i studied ‘newspaper wars’ as a way of exploring interaction between the emerging mass press and foreign policy
in the quarter century before the First World War, i concentrated on
British–German relations, which seemed to me particularly suitable
for such an analysis:
For diplomatic friction due to hostile newspaper articles, critical press commentaries, or caricatures seen as insulting,
played a crucial role between Germany and Britain. . . . At the
same time the assertion that there was actually no conflict of
interests between the two countries, and that these unfortunate ‘press feuds’ were solely responsible for political discord,
became the standard argument of all those seeking to improve
relations.1

one aspect that struck me when i was researching that book, and
that has become even clearer since, is that those ‘press wars’ and the
friction caused by the rise of the press as an actor in international politics cannot adequately be described solely through a bilateral
British–German lens. the paradigm of the ‘Anglo-German antagonism’ has long prevailed not least because it reflected the outlook of
the Cold War era and transposed its bipolar and eurocentric perspective onto the more multilateral international order before 1914.2
this article is based on my inaugural lecture as Gerda Henkel Visiting professor
2016/17, delivered at the London School of economics on 29 nov. 2016. A podcast is
available on the German Historical institute London’s website at <https:// breaker.
audio/e/17196641>, accessed 26 June 2017.

Dominik Geppert, Pressekriege: Öffentlichkeit und Diplomatie in den deutschbritischen Beziehungen 1896–1912 (munich, 2007), 475.
2 the single most influential study within this school of thought was paul
kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism (London, 1980).
1
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By now it has been replaced by more varied modes of explanation
with a more global reach. this is why i would like to revisit, in this
article, some of the material collected for my book on the press wars
ten years ago and confront it with more recent historiographical
trends and findings.
Within the new paradigms the British and German cases are only
pieces in a bigger jigsaw puzzle. part of that puzzle has to do with the
scope and intensity of the media revolution at the turn of the century. it also concerns the relationship between the media and politics
and the way in which the media and political actors adapted to each
other’s needs and characteristics—a process that has been termed the
‘mediatization’ of politics.3 Another part of the story focuses on the
effects the media revolution had on the expectations of national audiences as well as on the build-up of global or transnational infrastructure, in other words, on the connection between jingoism and transnationalism, between dynamic nationalization and a growing global
interdependence.
Historians of globalization have argued convincingly that the two
phenomena, nationalization on the one hand and globalization or
transnationalization on the other, should not merely be seen as temporally overlapping—the ‘global’ or ‘transnational’ twentieth century replacing the ‘national’ nineteenth—but rather as closely interrelated. in this reading, the progress of globalization does not simply
increase the frequency and ease with which national borders are
crossed. Counter-intuitively, these transnational interactions are also
understood to have aided the formation and consolidation of those
very boundaries. Seen in this light, nation-states are not just the precondition and protagonists of exchange, but in at least equal measure
also the products of global circulation. the increase in transnational
interrelationships, as Sebastian Conrad states, ‘can thus be seen as
one of the most important factors contributing to the consolidation of
national categories’.4
it is not the nation-state that ceases to exist, isabella Löhr and
roland Wenzelhuemer have stressed, ‘but a certain perspective on
3 Jesper Strömbäck, ‘Four phases of mediatization: An Analysis of the mediatization of politics’, International Journal of Press / Politics, 13/3 (2008), 228–
46, at 230–5.
4 Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany (Cambridge, 2010), 5.
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the nation state which can no longer be upheld’. Löhr and Wenzelhuemer then proceed to ask a series of pertinent questions. How does
the nation-state fit into the

opposing and at the same time closely connected interplay
between globalization and fragmentation? How did the state
and non-state actors handle problems with a transnational
reach? Who were the driving forces that either strengthened or
slowed down processes of exchange and interconnection?
Which aims and interests did the main acting groups pursue?
Did a certain international and organizational framework
develop so as to legalize and standardize interactions across
national borders and make them more predictable? And how
did the nation states react toward the flows of information,
technology, knowledge, commodities or capital, which did not
stop at their borders?5

this article attempts to give some tentative answers to these big
questions by analysing a small, but not unimportant aspect of globalization, namely, the foreign news coverage within europe’s mass
media between 1880 and the First World War. it will concentrate on
three elements that deserve particular attention in this respect: first,
european news agencies such as reuters, Wolff’s telegraphisches
Bureau (WtB), and Agence Havas of France. privately run concerns,
they functioned as intermediaries that retailed political and economic news not only to the press but also to banks, insurance companies,
and business people.6 Secondly, it will look at the new popular press,
which was an expression of the profound transformation of the
media that had implications for the ownership and power structures

5 isabella Löhr and roland Wenzelhuemer (eds.), The Nation State and Beyond:
Governing Globalization Processes in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries
(Heidelberg, 2013), 1, 5.
6 the standard reference for the history of reuters is Donald read, The Power
of News: The History of Reuters (oxford, 2nd edn. 1999); WtB is covered by
Dieter Basse, Wolff’s Telegraphisches Bureau 1849 bis 1933: Agenturpublizistik
zwischen Politik und Wirtschaft (munich, 1991); as there is no comparable scholarly study of Havas, we must still refer to pierre Frédérix, Un siècle de chasse
aux nouvelles: De l’agence d’informations Havas à l’Agence France Presse (1835–
1957) (paris, 1957).

23

ArtiCLeS

both of newspaper publishers and the financial foundations of the
press, for the content and tone of its reporting, and for its relationship
with politics.7 thirdly, it will examine foreign correspondents, whose
very profession necessitates the crossing of frontiers and mediation
between different national audiences.8
to explore the working conditions and impact potential of the
press in the age of high imperialism, this article will first analyse the
internationalization of the media as the nineteenth century gave way
to the twentieth. it will then contrast the tendencies of internationalization and transnationalization with the increasingly national bent
of news reporting within the context of the commercialization of the
press and the growing national orientation of foreign correspondents. in a third step, it will look at the interaction between the two
processes in two case studies: (1) the phenomenon of the press congress that became a firm part of the new internationalism towards the
end of the nineteenth century; and (2) the professional organizations
set up from the late 1880s onwards by foreign journalists in the capitals of europe.
the sources available for dealing with these topics are rather
patchy. the private papers of various British journalists, editors, and
newspaper proprietors as well as some business and editorial records
(for example, from reuters and The Times) have survived.9 the
minute books of the Foreign press Association (FpA), the association
of foreign correspondents stationed in London, can be consulted for
the years 1912 to 1914.10 in Germany, no comparable sets of docu7 See e.g. the recent overview by Frank Bösch, Mass Media and Historical
Change: Germany in International Perspective, 1400 to the Present (new York,
2015), 77–86.
8 norman Domeier and Jörn Happel, ‘Journalismus und politik: einleitende
Überlegungen zur tätigkeit von Auslandskorrespondenten 1900–1970’, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 62 (2014), 389–97; Dominik Geppert, ‘Ambassadors of Democracy: British and German Foreign Correspondents in the
Age of High imperialism’, in Frank Bösch and Dominik Geppert (eds.), Journalists as Political Actors: Transfers and Interactions between Britain and Germany
since the late Nineteenth Century (Augsburg, 2008), 35–55.
9 reuters Archive, London (hereafter rA); news Uk Archive, London (hereafter nUkA).
10 the minute books are still in the possession of the FpA which exists to the
present day.
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ments exist. Almost all business records of newspaper proprietors,
along with editorial correspondence, were lost in the Second World
War. As German journalists tended to be lower down the social scale
than their British counterparts, they did not keep private papers or
write memoirs. Historians of the press have to make do with government files, especially those of the German Foreign office, which
contain useful material documenting contacts between officials and
the media.11 the archive of the Berlin equivalent of the FpA, the
Verein Ausländische presse, was taken to Stockholm by the Swedish
press attaché in 1944, where it has recently been rediscovered in the
rijks Archive; most of the surviving documents, however, date from
the period after 1918–19.12
Although large parts of the empirical material for this article are
drawn from German and British contexts, it should become clear that
these are developments that apply to european foreign reporting
more generally. Further research concerning Austria-Hungary will
have to come to grips with a situation very similar to the one prevailing in Germany: the researcher has to consult government
sources kept in the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv and in the Allgemeine Verwaltungsarchiv in Vienna.13 With regard to France, some
papers of the paris association of foreign correspondents, the
Syndicat de la presse étrangère, have survived in the archives of the
French parliament, the Assemblée nationale.14 in the United States,
there are the rich holdings of the Associated press Corporate
Archives in new York.
one good thing about press history is that when the press as an
actor was involved, it tended to write rather lavishly about itself. this
means that international press Conferences were widely covered in
the international media. the professional organizations set up by the
politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes, Berlin (hereafter pA-AA).
Sonja Hillerich, ‘Der Verein der Ausländischen presse zu Berlin: “ritter
der Feder” oder “nichtamtliche Diplomaten”?’, Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft, 62 (2014), 398–410.
13 See, for a slightly earlier period, the study by Dominik Feldmann, Von
Journalisten und Diplomaten: Die Entdeckung der Presse für die Außenpolitik in
Preußen und Österreich 1849–1879 (Berlin, 2016).
14 See now Sonja Hillerich, ‘Journalismus transnational: Deutsche Auslandskorrespondenten in London, paris und Wien (1848–1914)’ (ph.D. thesis, University of essen-Duisburg, 2016).
11
12
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foreign correspondents did not feature as prominently. they have,
however, left sporadic footprints on newspaper pages and can,
accordingly, be traced in press archives today.
i. Transnational Infrastructure

Jürgen osterhammel has reminded us that the globalized production
and dissemination of news along with the standardization of reports
and the ideology of ‘objectivity’ were distinctive features of the
‘transformation of the world’ in the nineteenth century.15 A crucial
ingredient in this process was the dominance of the British empire
over the global traffic in communications. towards the end of the
nineteenth century it at least rivalled Britain’s maritime dominance.
London was the uncontested news capital of the world. reuters, the
leading British news agency, had a considerable competitive edge
over its continental and north American competitors. the dominant
position of British companies in the international news and wire
business was not least due to the fact that Britain, as the biggest
world and trading power, had a particular interest in the expansion
of telegraphy, with commercial as well as military and strategic
motives coming into play. Since the 1860s private companies such as
the eastern telegraph Company had been busy laying underwater
cables connecting europe, north America, india, and Africa. the following decades saw the construction of additional connections with
China, South America, and Japan. the British government methodically connected its colonies in Africa, Asia, and the pacific to the
British mainland via overhead and submarine cables.16
reuters collaborated with the two other big european news agencies, to the mutual benefit of all concerned, by establishing exclusive
areas of operation that largely mirrored the colonial empires and
informal spheres of influence of the respective powers. in January
1870 WtB, reuters, and Havas signed a cartel agreement in which
each agency secured exclusive rights for itself. they also agreed to
exchange news content for which the recipient would have to pay
15 Jürgen osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the
Nineteenth Century (princeton, 2014), 37–9.
16 Cf. paul m. kennedy, ‘imperial Cable Communications and Strategy,
1870–1914’, English Historical Review, 86 (1971), 728–52.
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only the telegraph fee. this meant that reuters could only offer its
customers news content from Germany which it had received directly from WtB, and vice versa.17 in this way, europe’s Great powers
divided up large parts of the globe for colonies. in much the same
way reuters, WtB, and Havas, and later also the Associated press in
the USA, colonized global news by establishing limited-access territories: reuters won exclusive rights in South Africa, the Far east, the
rest of the British empire, and the netherlands and its colonies.
Havas received the romance-speaking part of the mediterranean
and France with its colonies. Germany, Scandinavia, St petersburg,
and moscow went to WtB. the ottoman empire, egypt, and
Belgium were shared between reuters and Havas. All other regions
—especially Switzerland, Austria-Hungary, and the Danubian principalities—were neutral and open to all three contracting parties
without restrictions.18
Germany had comparatively few international business links.
this is why WtB was initially content merely to strengthen its dominant position in central, northern, and eastern europe, leaving almost
all of the regions outside europe to the French and British agencies.
the only exceptions were the few German colonies acquired in the
mid 1880s. in two additional agreements signed in 1874 and 1876
respectively, reuters and Havas settled the distribution of their
respective spheres of influence for the rest of the globe: China, Japan,
and Constantinople went to reuters, while Havas secured South
America and all of the mediterranean with the exception of Greece
and egypt, which both parties agreed to share for their exclusive
use.19 in the journalistic sphere, these separate arrangements anticipated by three decades the deal over colonial politics that was closed
with the signing of the entente Cordiale—if not in all of the territorial details, then certainly in the thrust of the agreements.20

one copy of the agreement signed on 17 Jan. 1870 in paris is in rA
1/8818001; a later list of the contractual terms can be found in pA-AA, europa
Generalia 86, r 533.
18 Cf. terhi rantanen, Foreign News in Imperial Russia: The Relationship between
International and Russian News Agencies, 1856–1914 (Helsinki, 1990), 37–46; see
also Basse, Wolff’s Telegraphisches Bureau, 48–53.
19 Agreement of 1/5 may 1874 in rA 1/890503; Agreement of may 1876 in
rA 1/8818001. Cf. rantanen, Foreign News, 42–3.
20 For a re-evaluation of the entente Cordiale fitting this picture see paul W.
17
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the allegedly global reach of the news agencies may have been an
important element of their advertising strategy. it was not, however,
an adequate description of their real operating range. Large parts of
Africa, Asia, and Latin America were blank areas with regard to both
the appropriate telegraphic infrastructure and a network of local correspondents necessary to feed it with news.21 moreover, as most of
the telegraphic traffic was either transatlantic or followed the sinews
of the British empire, a region as strategically and economically important to Britain as South Africa was considerably closer to London
in terms of communications than, say, romania, which in terms of
geography and physical distance was so much nearer.22
As telegraphic agencies altered the speed of dissemination and
the range of news, the popular press changed its tone and business
model. Since their first appearance in the 1880s, popular newspapers
had fundamentally transformed the media landscape in many european countries. the most powerful publishers headed media empires
that operated internationally and published newspapers in several
countries; publishers often had business interests on more than one
continent. Lord northcliffe not only owned numerous papers in
england and the empire, but also published a paris-based european
edition of his tabloid Daily Mail. A German edition based in Berlin
was planned for 1913. it did not survive the experimental stage only
because of the outbreak of the First World War. in order to secure an
independent supply of paper, northcliffe bought huge tracts of forest in Canada. He continued his drive to establish co-operations with
popular newspapers in other countries: an agreement with August
Scherl, publisher of the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger, provided the Daily
Mail’s Berlin correspondent with access to the proofs of the final edition of the Lokal-Anzeiger and vice versa, ensuring northcliffe and
Schroeder, ‘international politics, peace, and War, 1815–1914’, in t. C. W.
Blanning (ed.), The Nineteenth Century: Europe 1789–1914 (oxford, 2000),
158–209, at 195–7.
21 Volker Barth, ‘Wa(h)re Fakten: Wissensproduktionen globaler nachrichtenagenturen 1835–1939’ (unpublished manuscript, Cologne, 2016), 326.
22 Frank Bösch, ‘entgrenzungen? transnationale medien und regionale kommunikation seit dem späten 19. Jahrhundert’, in Alexander Gallus, Axel
Schildt, and Detlef Siegfried (eds.), Deutsche Zeitgeschichte: Transnational
(Göttingen, 2015), 223–40, at 227.
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Scherl had a competitive advantage over their national competitors
in terms of access to national news.23
it was not least the representatives of the new popular newspapers that swelled the number of foreign correspondents at the turn of
the century. in order to compete with the foreign reporting of the traditional party-aligned broadsheets, the commercial popular papers
needed to send correspondents into all the major european capitals.
exact figures and statistics are notoriously hard to come by but the
underlying trend is quite clear: traditionally, only a few papers with
a nationwide circulation maintained their own permanent representatives in other capitals. in the 1890s, they were joined by some of the
more successful papers of the second rank. in the last years before the
outbreak of the First World War numerous tabloids and regional
newspapers sent their own representatives abroad.
As their number grew, so did the confidence of the foreign correspondents. in 1898, the eminent english journalist thomas W. Stead
claimed: ‘the newspaper correspondent is the ambassador of democracy. He manufactures the opinion to which it is the function of the
regular ambassador to give effect. it is difficult to overestimate his
importance or to measure his influence for weal or for woe.’24 A quarter of a century later, the Berlin correspondent of the polish newspaper Rzeczpospolita, Gorińsky, expressed the same sentiment when
he wrote: ‘these days, the reporter from a foreign newspaper is treated as the “ambassador of public opinion” all over the world.’25
ii. National Expectations

Until the end of the nineteenth century it had been common practice,
not least for financial reasons, for journalists to write about their own
countries for foreign papers. As late as 1891 the then Berlin corre-

Cf. Dominik Geppert, ‘“the Foul-Visaged Anti-Christ of Journalism”? the
popular press between Warmongering and international Cooperation’, in id.
and robert Gerwarth (eds.), Wilhelmine Germany and Edwardian Britain: Essays
on Cultural Affinity (oxford, 2008), 369–89.
24 thomas W. Stead writing in Review of Reviews, Apr. 1898, 429.
25 Gorińsky writing in Rzeczpospolita, no. 160, 14 June 1923 (morning edition).
A German translation (‘Die Leiden der Auslandspresse’) is available in pAAA, press Department, Journalists p27, Generalia, vol. 1, r 121602.
23
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spondent of The Times, a Scot called Charles Lowe, remarked disapprovingly that most of the London papers in Berlin and Vienna were
represented by German or Austrian Jews.26 Foreigners generally came
to be seen as less and less suitable to fill the position of foreign correspondent. the conviction grew that the work of a foreign correspondent had a patriotic dimension, so that only men of a proven patriotic disposition could be trusted to report back from foreign countries.
Lowe believed it was positively dangerous to send non-Britons
abroad to represent British papers. in his memoirs he stated that it
was just as unwise ‘to entrust an alien with a prominent post in our
journalistic army as to appoint one to a high position in either branch
of our militant services’.27 in Germany, the editor Fritz Walz stipulated in 1906 that every foreign correspondent needed ‘national
instinct and a sense of duty’, while Hermann Diez, director of WtB,
declared that ‘especially in questions of international affairs an excessively critical attitude of the press’ towards the government had to be
avoided because it ‘only strengthened the position of foreign countries and thereby harmed its own nation’; another journalist at the
time demanded that every foreign correspondent serve the interests
of his paper ‘like a diplomatic representative’.28
Changes to the composition and mentality of the corps of foreign
correspondents were only part of a more general trend towards nationalizing news reporting across the european press. the business
strategies of the commercial press were one of the chief causes of this:
on the one hand, popular newspapers drove the internationalization
of communications infrastructure, but on the other they came to rely
more and more heavily on their patriotic appeal to their readers.
Unlike the traditional broadsheets, which financed themselves
through sales or donations from rich patrons and political parties, the
tabloids counted on advertising revenue, which rewarded the highest possible print runs. they targeted not the traditional elites but the
lower middle classes, who had gained enormously in both leisure
and purchasing power in the decades before the First World War.29
26 Charles Lowe, ‘the German newspaper press’, Nineteenth Century, Dec.
1891, 853–71, at 870.
27 id., The Tale of a ‘Times’ Correspondent (London, 1927), 98.
28 All quotations from Hillerich, ‘Journalismus transnational’, 44–5.
29 Cf. peter Catterall, Colin Seymour-Ure, and Adrian Smith (eds.), Northcliffe’s Legacy: Aspects of the British Popular Press, 1896–1996 (Basingstoke, 2nd
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there were, of course, exceptions, but overall a popular paper did
better to steer clear of overly close party-political ties if it wanted to
preserve its advertising business, and for this reason the tabloids
found it difficult to address issues that were controversial domestically. national unity could be much more easily assumed in foreign
and imperial questions.30
news agencies displayed similar nationalizing tendencies.
During the Bismarck era, WtB, as the leading German telegraph
bureau, had contented itself with europe as its sphere of influence,
just as the German reich had done on the political stage. Bismarck’s
failed attempt in 1887–9 to create a triple alliance of German,
Austrian, and italian news agencies, modelled on the actual triple
Alliance, showed how much the wider european vision dominated
his politics to the end.31 this changed profoundly during the 1890s.
now that the German elites had decided that they, too, wanted to be
involved in world politics, its territorial limitations and, above all, its
dependence on reuters increasingly irked them. in January 1898, a
Berlin newspaper lamented that ‘england’s web of cables encompasses the world, and in the centre of the web lurks, like a gigantic
spider, reuters’ bureau’.32
Britain’s dominance of telegraphy and news reporting was not
simply a problem for Germany. As early as 1885 France had noticed,
first in its expedition to tongking, then again in 1893 in the conflict
with Siam, and another five years later in the Fashoda incident, that
its reliance on the British cable network could be potentially disastrous in a crisis, and had protested accordingly.33 From at least the

edn. 2000); Hans-Dieter kübler, ‘Zwischen parteilichkeit und markt: Die
presse im Wilhelminischen kaiserreich’, in Werner Faulstich (ed.), Kulturgeschichte des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts: Das erste Jahrzehnt (paderborn, 2006),
23–46.
30 Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England 1855–1914 (London,
2nd edn. 1980).
31 Cf. michael palmer, ‘L’Agence Havas, reuters et Bismarck: L’echec de la
triple alliance télégraphique (1887–1889)’, Revue d’histoire diplomatique, 90
(1976), 321–57.
32 ‘Die Deutschfeindlichkeit des reuter’schen Bureaus’, Berliner Herold, 12
Jan. 1898, copy in pA-AA, europa Generalia 86 no. 1, r 551.
33 See Daniel r. Headrick, The Invisible Weapon: Telecommunications and International Politics 1851–1945 (new York, 1991), 79, 84.
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South African War onwards there was an unending series of complaints about reports by reuters allegedly twisting or even explicitly
falsifying facts. the flames were further fanned when the russian
government blocked the Siberian telegraph line to east Asia during
the russian–Japanese War, with the result that all of europe’s news
traffic from the Far east had to run via the British reuters cable network.34
Accordingly, Britain’s competitors on the stage of international
politics grew increasingly preoccupied with the question of how to
improve their position in international communications. the development of the global cable network had initially been driven by commercial impulses, but after the turn of the twentieth century, these
were replaced by political, economic, and strategic reasons. this
prompted the other european Great powers, above all, France and
Germany, ‘to work towards achieving the exchange of news for the
press not, as had hitherto been the case, via england, but by their
own means, or at least via a route independent of england’.35
iii. The Interplay between Nationalization and Transnationalization

the processes just outlined should not be imagined as contradictory.
the transnationalization of communications and the nationalization
of news reporting were developments that existed in conjunction,
indeed, they frequently overlapped and even mutually reinforced
each other. this can be illustrated by looking more closely at two
areas where the overlapping and reinforcing of nationalizing and
transnationalizing tendencies can be observed particularly clearly.
the first example is the phenomenon of the press congress, which
became a firm part of the new internationalism towards the end of
34 the French press published these dispatches with the sceptical addition: ‘de

source Anglaise’; cf. report on the French press, 21 may 1906, the national
Archives, London (hereafter tnA), Fo 371/166, 99–105.
35 max roscher, ‘Das Weltkabelnetz’, Archiv für Post und Telegraphie (June
1914), 373–89, at 375, copy in Bundesarchiv Berlin-Lichterfelde, r 4701/16362.
For more details concerning the German Foreign office see now martin
Wroblewski, Moralische Eroberungen als Instrumente der Diplomatie: Die Informations- und Pressepolitik des Auswärtigen Amtes 1902–1914 (Göttingen, 2016).
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the nineteenth century.36 probably the best-known case in point is the
imperial press Conference of 1909. it was attended by journalists
from all over the British empire who went to London to discuss
issues of shared interest: from the high cost of sending telegrams and
the monopoly of private cable firms to the role of the press in
strengthening the cohesion of the empire.37 the conference in
London was not the only one of its kind: the media of other countries
organized similar events, so that, between 1894 and 1914, representatives of european newspapers met almost annually at international
press congresses. the governments and heads of state of various
european countries saw these events as important enough to dispatch high-level welcoming committees to greet the media representatives: in Lisbon in 1898 king Carlos and his wife maria Amelia
were in attendance; in paris two years later it was president Émile
Loubet. in Berlin as in London the foreign secretaries did the honours, while Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow also insisted on inviting
attendees to a garden party in his Chancellery.38
the topics discussed grew out of the increased transnationalization of reporters’ working conditions. they included demands for a
uniform tariff for press cables, international standards for authors’
rights and copyright, improvements in the legal status of journalists’
contracts, and the establishment of an international committee of
publishers.39 Speeches stressed the importance of internationalism.
there was talk of ‘world journalists’, of the ‘cosmopolitan role of the
press’, of ‘brotherhood and camaraderie’ across all borders. the editor of the Daily Telegraph described the task of international press
events thus: ‘their mission was humanity, the welfare, the culture,
the progress of humanity. the sun rose on a better world every day;

36 martin H. Geyer and Johannes paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism: Culture, Society, and Politics from the 1840s to the First World War
(oxford, 2001).
37 Proceedings: Imperial Press Conference (London, 1909); John Wesley Dafoe,
The Imperial Press Conference: A Retrospect with Comment, privately printed
(Winnipeg, 1909).
38 For more details see Dominik Geppert, ‘Zwischen nationalisierung und
internationalisierung: europäische Auslandsberichterstattung um 1900’, in
Ute Daniel and Axel Schildt (eds.), Massenmedien im Europa des 20. Jahrhunderts
(Cologne, 2010), 203–28.
39 Cf. Hillerich, ‘Journalismus transnational’, 53.
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human society was ever being lifted upward. . . on the world of the
press the sun never set.’40
Closer inspection, however, revealed undertones that hinted at
the virulence of nationalist modes of thought and behaviour.
Discussions about politics, religion, or race were banned altogether
from conferences, as the organizers apparently feared their potentially explosive consequences. there were calls for an international
journalistic tribunal of honour, patently in the hope of having an
instrument with which to prosecute character assassination across
national borders. At the same time delegates passed a resolution
declaring that defamatory attacks on other nations or on foreign
papers militated against the honour and dignity of the press; this,
too, was apparently in response to current troubles.41
the tension between transnational professional co-operation on
the one hand and national loyalties on the other had an impact on the
work of foreign correspondents in the capitals of europe. As their
numbers increased, representatives of foreign media experienced not
only a corresponding growth in professional solidarity, but also a
need to organize collectively in organizations that would be better
able to act on common concerns.42 From the 1880s onwards foreign
correspondents set up their own societies on the model of paris and
Vienna (in 1883). the Foreign press Association (FpA) in London was
founded in 1888. A few years later similar organizations were formed
in rome and Berlin (in 1906).43
these associations soon became important forums for networking. they initiated glamorous society events. the FpA opened an
All quotations from The Times, 21 Sept. 1909.
Geppert, ‘Auslandsberichterstattung’, 220.
42 other journalists had felt the same need, and had begun to form professional associations in the last decades of the nineteenth century. For Germany
see Jörg requate, Journalismus als Beruf: Entstehung und Entwicklung des
Journalistenberufs im 19. Jahrhundert. Deutschland im internationalen Vergleich
(Göttingen, 1995), 222–42; for Britain see Christopher Underwood, ‘institute
of Journalists’, in Dennis Griffiths (ed.), Encyclopedia of the British Press
1422–1992 (Basingstoke, 1992), 646–7.
43 Cf. Hillerich, ‘Journalismus transnational’; the German association is also
analysed by Liane rothenberger, Aus Deutschland berichten: Entwicklung, Arbeitsweise und Mitgliederstruktur des Vereins Ausländische Presse in Deutschland
(münster, 2009).
40
41
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office in London’s exclusive West end which provided access to
maps, reference books, address books and writing materials, so that
members could use it like a club, as a place to socialize as well as to
work. the association organized public lectures on political and cultural topics and several charity dinners a year, with proceeds usually going to a fund for destitute foreign artists and journalists in
London. in march of 1914, the traditional spring reception of the
Verein Ausländische presse in Berlin’s fashionable esplanade hotel
was attended by over 700 guests from the worlds of politics, diplomacy, business, and the arts.44 the chief raison d’être of the press associations was to improve professional collaboration and help correspondents to network socially. overcoming the obstacles which
many foreign reporters faced in gaining admittance to the press galleries of the parliaments in the capital cities where they worked
became a chief priority for many press bodies.45
All of this confirms the picture of an increasingly international
media landscape where the professional common ground was seen
as more important than different national backgrounds. At the same
time, however, the forces of a growing nationalization made themselves felt. in order to avoid the domination of their association by
members of a single nation, the Verein Ausländische presse laid
down a rule that allowed only one representative per country to sit
on its board.46 Amongst other things, this clause was designed to
counter accusations of cliquishness of the kind that had been raised
at the founding of the FpA, five of whose nine board members had
initially been French.47 Later, many German correspondents believed
the FpA was a mere plaything in the hands of its russian president
Gabriel de Wesselitzky, whom they accused of steering the association into anti-German waters.48 As a consequence, most German
reporters decided to join a counter-organization, the Society of

New York Times, 29 mar. 1914, C2.
Cf. Dominik Geppert, ‘the public Challenge to Diplomacy: German and
British Ways of Dealing with the press, 1890–1914’, in markus mösslang and
torsten riotte (eds.), The Diplomats’ World: A Cultural History of Diplomacy,
1815–1914 (oxford, 2008), 133–64.
46 Communication Goldmann to Bülow, July 1906, pA-AA Deutschland 126
vol. 3, r 1481.
47 Hermann pollak, Foreign Press Association in London (London, 1893), 3.
48 the German Foreign office in Berlin regarded Wesselitzky as a tsarist in44
45
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Foreign Journalists. the rift was only healed in the spring of 1911
after Wesselitzky had left the FpA. the two clubs merged, and a German, the London representative of WtB, joined the board of the FpA
as vice-president.49 As late as the spring of 1914, the representative of
Le Figaro as president was balanced by two German vice-presidents.
the treasurer was Dutch; the secretary another Frenchman.50
At times of war, nationalist upsurges tended to overshadow the
international character of the press associations. in December 1899,
soon after the beginning of the South African War, Hermann pollak,
then chairman of the FpS, deplored that ‘jealousy, envy, rancour, bitterness and other uncharitable qualities which have always more or
less existed amongst foreign journalists in London, are now playing
their disintegrating part in the Association, causing mutual estrangement and weakening all comity and ésprit de corps between members’.51 During the First World War the warring nations expelled
enemy correspondents. But the remaining representatives of allied
and neutral states also experienced harassment. even journalists with
German-sounding names came under pressure.52 Antisemitic prejudices against naturalized Jews of German or Austrian extraction
often played a part.53 the FpA adapted its statutes to reflect the new
circumstances. ‘no journalist of German, Austrian, Bulgarian or turkish origin’, ran the relevant passage at the end of the war, ‘should be
eligible for membership of the Association.’54 Something similar happened in other countries.55
media transnationalism had been replaced by a reflection of the
warring power blocs. the minutes of an FpA meeting from
December 1917 recorded the observation that the war—and, even

fluence; cf. e.g. communication Bernstorff to Bülow, 18 may 1903, pA-AA,
england no. 78, r 5682.
49 Communication plehn to mantler, 21 Apr. 1911, pA-AA, england press no.
73, r 5638.
50 The Times, 24 Apr. 1914.
51 Quoted in Hillerich, ‘Journalismus transnational’, 68.
52 Cf. minutes of the meetings on 12 nov. 1914 and 4 June 1915, FpA Archive,
London.
53 minutes, oct. 1914, FpA Archive, London.
54 minutes, 24 Sept. 1918, FpA Archive, London.
55 German embassy to AA, 9 Dec. 1922, pA-AA, presse-Abteilung, Journalisten p27, Generalia vol. 1, r 121602; communication tucher to Blockzyl, 31
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more, the methods of warfare—had changed the situation to the
extent

that there does not seem to be any possibility for years to come
of a complete international Association in our profession, and
that being the case, we must reconstruct an association which
will be as much international as possible and will comprise
only the Allies—and by this we mean only the Allies who will
remain true to their compact till the end—and the neutral
Association who elect to throw their lot with us after peace is
signed, and who contain no member of German or Austrian
origin.56

the idea of an international community of journalists had become a
casualty of war; it remained unthinkable for a long time to come.
iV. The Media, Global News Coverage, and International Relations

What does all this tell us about the questions asked at the beginning
of this article? First of all, it sheds new light on the differentiation and
interconnection between the national, international, transnational,
and global aspects of news coverage. news coverage was global in its
aims and ambitions though not yet in reality. Large parts of the globe
remained terra incognita on the map of international news flows, with
scarcely any telegraph connections and few correspondents scattered
over vast stretches of land. Journalists co-operated in international
organizations and faced transnational challenges in their workaday
life. However, this did not prevent them from seeing themselves not
merely as reporters but as semi-official representatives of their home
countries. A process of increasing economic, technological, and cultural integration across national borders co-existed with continuing
political and ideological antagonisms, or rather, this process did, in
fact, reinforce national interpretative paradigms as points of orientation in an increasingly complex world of interconnected media.
Dec. 1923, pA-AA, presse-Abteilung, Journalisten p27, Generalia vol. 2, r
121603.
56 minutes, 4 Dec. 1917, FpA Archive, London.
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moreover, far from being the helpless victims of globalization or
transnationalization, nation-states and national governments reasserted themselves as powerful actors in a world of increasing crossborder media co-operation. the ways in which they did this varied
from country to country. in some countries, such as Germany or
France, the state actually owned the telegraphic networks on which
the news agencies depended. this meant they needed official permission to send and receive telegrams. But even in the USA, where
telegraph wires were owned by private companies, Associated press
was heavily reliant on good relations with the state, not least because
government provided it with exclusive news that gave Ap a competitive edge over rival news agencies. Governments in other countries
acted in a similar way, using the big news agencies as compliant
transmitters of government information. particularly at times of crisis or war, national interests trumped the commercial considerations
of news agencies or the media generally. if we look beyond the First
World War, it is striking that from the mid 1920s on state control of
news agencies intensified even further. interestingly, that was true
not only of authoritarian regimes in italy, Spain, and Japan, or totalitarian states such as the Soviet Union and national Socialist Germany, but also of France and the Weimar republic.57
in addition, the media and its global news coverage had implications for international relations. to be sure, the media phenomena
described in this article did not, by themselves, have a negative
impact upon foreign affairs. it would be wrong to overemphasize the
confrontational aspects of international press relations. none of the
products of the communications revolution necessarily, by itself,
intensified international tensions. news agencies profitably worked
together, and the same goes for leading papers of the commercial
mass press like the Daily Mail and the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger. the
press was often just the scapegoat politicians and diplomats turned
to when they had to explain how international tensions and crises
had come about. in any case, the outbreak of the First World War was
certainly not the culmination of ever intensifying media tensions. in
fact, whilst previous crises in great power relations such as those
over morocco in 1905 and 1911 had taken place in the glaring light of
publicity and had been at least partly driven by the media, the crisis
57

Barth, ‘Wa(h)re Fakten’, 296.
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of July 1914 was a typical example of secret diplomacy. Until the very
end of July, ‘British newspapers were short of information’ because
events in the Balkans were the subject of secret diplomatic meetings
and even the British Cabinet was kept in the dark by Sir edward
Grey.58 much the same could be said about the other countries
involved.59
on the other hand, however, extensive media coverage helped to
emotionalize international relations. the media contributed to the
development of simmering resentments which any politician who
raised the temperature of the national discussion could bring to the
boil. the media mirrored and reinforced diplomatic relations. the
entente Cordiale, for example, had a restraining effect on British
press coverage of French affairs. many British newspaper correspondents in paris did not dare to criticize France too severely for fear of
damaging the entente, whereas British correspondents in Berlin were
not under the same constraints.60 the same could be said of German
reporting on Austrian and British affairs respectively. it is part of that
picture, then, that the FpA was at pains to ensure that the composition of its board should reflect the constellations of european great
power politics.
Apart from that, there were certain parallels or connections
between media developments and international relations. news
flows did indeed often (but not always) mirror international relations, and media institutions did imitate or adapt to political arrangements. Some examples have already come up in the course of this
article, the cartel agreements between reuters and Havas, for
instance, which in some ways anticipated the entente Cordiale by
several decades. one could also think of the triple Alliance between
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and italy. When it was about to be concluded in 1882 and again in 1887, when it was to be renewed,
58 Adam James Bones, ‘British national Dailies and the outbreak of War in
1914’, International History Review, 35 (2013), 975–92, at 988.
59 Georg eckert, peter Geiss, and Arne karsten (eds.), Die Presse in der Julikrise
1914: Die internationale Berichterstattung und der Weg in den Ersten Weltkrieg
(münster, 2014).
60 they felt free to criticize every aspect of the German—or, more often,
prussian—life they abhorred; cf. ‘Germany and the British press’, New
Statesman, 30 may 1914.
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Bismarck toyed with the idea of merging the German, Austrian, and
italian news agencies to weaken French influence, particularly on the
italian press. However, nothing came of the plan.61
After the end of the First World War the world of the media
remained separated into victors and vanquished. the French foreign
press associations remained closed to German and Austrian journalists into the late 1920s. in rome, the statutes were revised in 1923. the
FpA began to re-admit German members in 1926. in the early 1920s
the German Foreign office doubted whether ‘the affiliation of foreign
journalists is desirable’; it urged avoidance of all steps that ‘must lead
to a closer integration of foreign correspondents in Berlin’.62 Along
with its colonies, Germany lost its submarine cables. to be sure,
reuters and Havas immediately revived their exchange system with
WtB. But the German agency was confined to its own national territory. it was treated as a junior partner and had to pay 50,000 mark
annually for the world news service provided for it by reuters and
Havas.
there even was a media equivalent to the League of nations in
the shape of the Agences alliés founded in 1924 with headquarters in
the Havas main office in paris. it was designed to regulate the exchange of news and provide a platform to discuss technical developments as well as problems of news production. one of its aims was to
set up guidelines for trustworthy news, which after the experience of
all-encompassing censorship in the Great War was deemed crucial for
a stable peace order. the Agence alliés, however, soon faced accusations of corruption and French hegemony.63 Across the Atlantic, the
rise of the USA as a world power was neatly mirrored by the rise of
the American news agency Ap. originally not part of the international cartel of the big european agencies, it was able to elbow in later and
by the late 1920s, early 1930s had become strong enough to feel itself
no longer bound to adhere to the principle of exclusive areas of news
coverage. in 1934 that spelled the end of the exchange system the
news agencies had successfully practised over nearly seven decades.64
rantanen, Foreign News, 44; Barth, ‘Wa(h)re Fakten’, 102.
Undated memorandum by müller-Heymer [oct. 1920], pA-AA, presseAbteilung, Journalisten p27, Generalia vol. 1, r 121602.
63 Cf. Barth, ‘Wa(h)re Fakten’, 224–59.
64 ibid. 296–324.
61
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Finally, if we take a bird’s eye view of the long twentieth century
from the 1880s to today, it becomes quite clear that the First World
War ended an era marked by a high degree of international integration, in the media as well as in other sectors, of an intensity that
would not be achieved again for half a century. in terms of globalization of the mass media, the twentieth century comprised two
transformative periods separated by a deep trough: the first in the
years around 1900; the second beginning with the revolutions in
communications technology from the 1970s to the 1990s comprising
the advent of cable television, the explosion of tV shows, live transmission of data and images via satellites, the emergence of wireless
telecommunications, and the global use of the internet. only with
these kinds of technological innovations and the new practices that
went with them did media coverage truly become global.
in both cases, however, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries as well as a hundred years later, the logic of the mass media
drove not only internationalization and transnationalization, but also
processes of nationalization. David reynolds has reminded us of the
role played by satellite television in the national penetration and
standardization of the media in Asia’s vast territorial states, beginning with Soviet state propaganda in the 1970s, and taken up soon
after by countries such as india, China, and indonesia.65 Satellites
both internationalized and nationalized television as a mass medium
in the last third of the twentieth century. i suppose a similar point
could be made with regard to the impact of the internet in the present. it provides the quintessential transnational infrastructure. But it
is still intensely interrelated with national interests and power structures. moreover, some of today’s biggest transnational media corporations, such as the murdoch empire, strike particularly nationalist
tones in the way they cover news and comment on them. in this
respect, the world of northcliffe is not so far away from the world of
Fox news or the Sun.
What is different, though, is the importance of truth—or perhaps
more accurately, objectivity—as a guiding principle for news coverage. Volker Barth has demonstrated convincingly how crucial the
alleged objectivity of their news was for agencies such as reuters,
David reynolds, One World Divisible: A Global History since 1945 (London,
2000), 501–3.
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Havas, and WtB. objectivity guaranteed the quality of their products and maximized the number of potential customers. the claim to
objectivity was ‘at the core of their business model, it facilitated their
working practices, and helped to optimize their processes of production’.66 it would be difficult to say the same of today’s blogosphere or
news platforms in the internet.
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