Journalists as Political Actors:
Introduction
Frank Bosch/Dominik Geppert

When the English national football team beat Germany 5-1 in Munich on 1
September 2001, the match was remarkable not only as a sporting specta-
cle but also as a media event.! Several days before the game, the biggest
selling British tabloid, The Sun, sent a team of reporters to Bavaria to start
its pre-match coverage. The peg was to contrast the quiet surroundings of
the German team’s training ground somewhere in the Bavarian country-
side with the hustle and bustle of the British team’s accommodation which
was right next door to the Hofbriuhaus in Munich’s city centre. Over a pe-
riod of three or four days, there were several articles on this topic with
complaints of how unfair the different starting conditions for the two
teams were. Then, in the small hours of the day before the match, The Sun
initiated what journalists call ‘a stunt’. It sent a double decker bus with a
Bavarian brass band and some page three girls in dirndls to the German
team hotel to wake the players. A dozy and bad-tempered German official
who tried to shoo away the noisy intruders rounded off what was, from
the editors’ point of view, a perfect story: British sense of humour versus
German bad temper; British appeal to fair play versus German attempts to
bend the rules; pictures of fake Bavarians in leather trousers with tubas
and bugles accompanied by scantily dressed girls. After the match, The
Sun issued a twenty three pages ‘Special Souvenir Edition: Germany 1,
England 5 which, under the headline ‘O Mein Gott, Germans Suffer their
Wurst Nightmare’, contained an article gloating about gloom in the Ger-
man press.?

The episode reveals a great deal about how the media works, and not
only in Britain. First of all, it demonstrates that there are rules of play not
only for footballers but also for journalists. The media follow their own
patterns of behaviour which is shaped by the search for an original story,
the ambition to invent an unexpected punchline, the desire to maximize
circulation. Whether what they write is literally true can become a secon-
dary consideration (in fact, the English team were absolutely satisfied with
their accommodation; they had not only chosen the hotel themselves but
had already stayed there at previous occasions). This volume does not

1 Cf. Peter Beck, ““The Relevance of the Irrelevant’: Football as a Missing Dimension in the
Study of British Relations with Germany”, International Affairs 79 (2003), 401; John Rams-
den, Don’t Mention the War: The British and the Germans since 1890 (London: Little, Brown,
2006), 414-415.

2 Sun, 2 September 2001; similar articles can be found in Daily Mirror, 5 September 2001;
News of the World, 2 September 2001; Mail on Sunday, 2 September 2001; Daily Mail, 1 Sep-
tember 2001
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intend to criticize the media for distorting the ‘truth’ or for straining public
relations between Britain and Germany; nor does it suggest that the media
simply mirrors ‘public opinion’ in Britain or Germany (whatever ‘truth’
and ‘public opinion’ may be, in this context).

Long gone are the days when the media were regarded as mere reflec-
tions of different parts of the public or representations of specific social
groups. Today they are rather seen as independent political forces them-
selves. This is what the contributions in this volume attempt to explore. In
contrast to football, however, the media’s rules of play are not codified in a
handbook. Rather, they are in constant flux, ready to be adapted to chan-
ging circumstances — be they technological, political, social, economic or
cultural. The essays in this book aim to analyse how these patterns of be-
haviour changed over time. The authors explore how journalists influen-
ced the rules of politics in Germany and Britain at different points in time
during the last one hundred years or so. They try to find out which chan-
ges and continuities are evident from the late nineteenth century to the
present day.

Moreover, the media is not confined to the national stage. Like footbal-
lers, journalists play away games. They often act internationally and
transnationally. They go abroad. They interact with media people from
other countries. They are important transmitters who create meanings and
take an active part not only in sports but also in politics: as editors, repor-
ters, foreign and war correspondents, columnists or proprietors. This vo-
lume thus focuses on media history as entangled or shared history.> Apart
from that, the events in the Bavarian countryside demonstrate that there
are distinctive national styles of journalism. It is difficult to imagine The
Sun’s German equivalent, the BILD Zeitung, opting for a similar kind of
stunt before a German away match in England. Another focus of this vo-
lume therefore is on similarities and differences concerning the media’s
structure, traditions and behaviour in both countries.*

As the book'’s title suggests, the emphasis will be on the political role of
journalists. However, the contributors use the term ‘political’ in a rather
broad sense. The political sphere, in their understanding, is not confined to
governments and state actors. They rather look at it as the sphere in which

3 For the concepts of ‘entangled history’ or ‘histoire croisée’ see Michael Werner, Bénédicte
Zimmermann, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the Challenge of Reflexivity”,
History and Theory 45 (2006), 30-50; for the concept of ‘shared history’ see Shalini
Randeria, “Geteilte Geschichte und verwobene Moderne”, in: Jérn Riisen (ed.), Zu-
kunﬁsennuurfe Ideen fiir eine Kultur der Verinderung (Frankfurt a. M.: Campus, 1999), 87-

4 For the long 19" century see the recent review article by Frank Bosch, “Zwischen
Populdrkultur und Politik. Britische und deutsche Printmedien im 19. Jahrhundert”, Ar-
chiv fiir Sozialgeschichte 45 (2005), 549-584.
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societies fight over the exact meaning and scope of ‘politics’.> In this sense,
a sporting event can be or can become a political event by its coverage
through the media, not least because it may be used to reflect, shape, re-
enforce and — sometimes — challenge national stereotypes: Bavarians in
Lederhosen eating sausages, blond girls in dirndls, bad-tempered German
officials, the English team as perennial losers in football matches against
Germany, and so on.

Finally, the media is not identical with the public sphere. They rather
constitute one part of the public that interacts with other parts such as
parliaments, parties, associations, demonstrations, and other public gathe-
rings. Often, the boundaries between these different parts are less than
clear-cut. Journalists can be Members of Parliaments, deputies in the
Reichstag or in the Bundestag. Newspaper proprietors may be members of
the House of Lords. Editors can be party activists or representatives of
other associations. Public gatherings can become the subject of media co-
verage. The media might even stage events such as the brass band gig in
front of the German football team’s hotel.

The media can interact with other parts of the public sphere in diffe-
rent ways. It can serve as a hinge between different segments of the public
by its news coverage. It can help to frame the agenda of political discussi-
on by its commentaries. It is an important vehicle for the dissemination of
consumer culture. Here again, the football match in Munich provides
ample evidence. It spawned, amongst other things, the song ‘England 5 -
Germany 1’ by the punk band ‘The Business’. Years later, one could still
buy T-Shirts bearing the names of the English scorers on the back. And in
early 2002, a Channel 4 poll in Britain of the 100 Greatest Sporting
Moments placed this game second, one place ahead of the 1966 World Cup
final. All of this would have been impossible had the match not received
wide coverage in the media. -

Some of the issues which this volume addresses have recently received
much attention in historical research: the politicisation of the media and
medialisation of politics. Rather than viewing the media as a discrete exo-
genous factor whose impact on policy-making can be exactly quantified, it
can be seen as a constitutive element in the political culture that gives rise
to policy-making in the first place.® Conventional media history, which
was mostly concerned with the history of institutions and technologies,
has become a history of political communication that analyses political

5 Thomas Mergel, ,Uberlegungen zu einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik”, Geschichte und
Gesellschaft 28 (2002), 574-606; Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger (ed.), Was heifit Kulturgeschichte
des Politischen? (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2005); Ute Frevert, Hans-Gerhard Haupt
(eds.), Neue Politikgeschichte: Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung (Frankfurt:
Campus, 2005).

6  Frank Bosch, Norbert Frei (eds.), Medialisierung und Demokratie im 20. Jahrhundert
(Gottingen: Wallstein, 2006).
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processes from a cultural perspective and also prominently includes the
independent role of media structures.”

This change of perspective puts both the media’s contributions to the
development of international relations and transnational contacts and the
different national publics that are created by these media at the centre of
historical research. This trend, however, has up to now led only rarely to
studies of the role of journalists as international or transnational political
actors. International History, for example, which developed out of the
History of Diplomacy and focuses on topics like interdependencies bet-
ween social developments and international relations has yet to discover
the mass media.® Cultural History and the History of Political Communi-
cation, on the other hand, have mainly concentrated on social and political
processes within one country or society and have not paid sufficient atten-
tion to the transnational dimensions of political discourses and their for-
mation.’ The same could be said about attempts to ‘transnationalise’ nati-
onal histories by looking at cross-border traffic of people, goods and ideas
which has until now also neglected the role of the media.l? Many questi-
ons concerning the role of journalists as political actors beyond the boun-
daries of the nation state remain to be addressed:

How did journalists influence the rules of politics? Which similarities
and which differences can be found concerning the media structure in
various countries? Which changes and continuities are evident from the
late nineteenth century onwards?

How did politicians and diplomats react to the changing media sphere
in which they had to act? How did the relations between the media and
politics change in different countries? Which means of directing the media
and the politics were developed and how effective were they?

What effects did the interaction between the media and other parts of
the public, such as parliaments, parties, associations, pamphlets,
demonstrations and assemblies, have on transnational and international
relations?

Did the media generally act as a further factor of tension or could they
also contribute to a relaxation in international relations? What can be said
about the role of journalists in times of crisis?

7 Jorg Requate, “Offentlichkeit und Medien als Gegenstinde historischer Analyse”,
Geschichte und Gesellschaft 25 (1999), 5-32; Axel Schildt, ,Das Jahrhundert der
Massenmedien: Ansichten zu einer kiinftigen Geschichte der Offentlichkeit”, Geschichte
und Gesellschaft 27 (2001), 177-206.

8 Eckart Conze et al. (eds.), Geschichte der internationalen Beziehungen:. Erneuerung und
Erweiterung einer historischen Disziplin (Cologne et al.: Bohlau, 2004); Wilfried Loth et al.
(eds.), Internationale Geschichte: Themen — Ergebnisse — Aussichten (Munich: Oldenbourg,

9 2006).Schildt et al, ,Offentlichkeit ~ Medien ~ Geschichte: Konzepte der modernen
Offentlichkeit und Zugénge zu ihrer Erforschung”, Archiv fiir Sozialgeschichte 41 (2001), 1-

10 @Rinilla Budde et al. (eds.), Transnationale Geschichte: Themen, Tendenzen und Theorien
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006).
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Germany, Britain and British-German relations provide excellent case
studies for exploring these hitherto neglected sets of questions. First of all,
there are a number of recent studies and some interesting works in pro-
gress which provide the empirical basis on which most of the contributi-
ons in this book rest.!! Secondly, Germany and Britain are reasonably
comparable because, in the late nineteenth and the twentieth century at
least, they were roughly similar in size, population, economic and cultural
development. On the other hand, media structures in the two countries
were quite different, so that they represent two contrasting ways of how
the media could develop. Finally, British-German relations and interacti-
ons in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries usually involved the media
in a prominent way. Journalists of the two countries had not only been
observing each other closely but also often reacted, directly or indirectly,
to each other’s productions. They, thus, played an important role as
transmitters and translators in British-German relations.

The media, it is true, reported across borders long before the twentieth
century. In fact, newspapers had been much more international and more
interested in foreign policy in the centuries before 1900.1? There were, ho-
wever, crucial changes in the media history of the late nineteenth century,
which revolutionised the international news system. The invention of the
telegraph and of radio broadcasting dramatically expanded the scope and
speed of news flows across national borders. The commercially successful
mass press and the invention of global news agencies created a network of
foreign correspondents. The age of the World Wars and dictatorships did
not only transform the relations between journalism and politics, they also
made governments believe in the necessity to influence foreign publics.!®
These changes are good reasons to work from the premise that journalists
developed their role as international and transnational actors especially
since the late nineteenth century. Consequently, the chapters of this volu-
me focus on several turning points between 1890 and 1960 to examine how

1t Karen Bayer, How dead is Hitler? Der britische Starreporter Sefton Delmer und die Deutschen
(Mainz: Zabern Verlag 2008); Frank Bosch, Offentliche Geheimnisse. Skandale, Politik und
Massenmedien in Deutschland und Grofbritannien, 1880-1914 (Munich: Oldenbourg-Verlag,
2009); Dominik Geppert, Pressekriege: Offentlichkeit und. Diplomatie in den deutsch-britischen
Beziehungen, 1896-1912 (Munich: Oldenbourg-Verlag, 2007); Antje Robrecht, Diplomaten in
Hemdsirmeln? unpubl. Ph. D. (Marburg, 2008); Martin Schramm, Das Deutschlandbild in
der britischen Presse 1912 bis 1919 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 2007); Stephanie Seul, Ap-
peasement und Propaganda 1938-1940: Chamberlains Auflenpolitik zwischen NS-Regierung und
deutschem Volk, unpubl. Ph.D. thesis (Florence: European University Institute, 2005);
Thomas Wittek, Auf ewig Feind? Das Deutschlandbild in den britischen Massenmedien nach
dem Ersten Weltkrieg (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2005).

12 Jiirgen Wilke, Nachrichtenauswahl und Medienrealitit in vier Jahrhunderten: Eine Modellstudie
zur Verbindung von historischer und empirischer Publizistikwissenschaft (Berlin: de Gruyter,
1984).

13 Jane Chapmann, Comparative Media History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005).
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the changing media systems, political systems and Anglo-German relati-
ons were interconnected.

It seems obvious, therefore, that media activity in the twentieth centu-
ry was a cross-border phenomenon. How it can be conceptionalised is a
much trickier question. Is it part of the ‘mechanics of internationalism’?'4
Or does it belong to the transnational sphere? Up to now, practitioners of
international history and transnational history (and experts in comparative
history, for that matter) have tended to emphasize the theoretical differen-
ces between their respective brands of history.!® In its pure form, it is true,
the three schools can seem mutually exclusive: International history analy-
ses the relationships between different states and societies, whereas transna-
tional history is interested in connections and constellations that transcend
national borders, and historical comparison juxtaposes sufficiently similar
historical phenomena in different countries during the same period. In
practice, however, the contrast often seems artificial and sterile. Internati-
onal historians nowadays are also interested in transnational institutions
and organizations!®, and most transnational historians admit that the nati-
onal perspective remains important even for transnational history.!”

With regard to journalists as political actors, the distinction between
‘international’ and ‘transnational’ activities is indeed often blurred. Fo-
reign correspondents, for example, often remained fervent patriots, if not
outright nationalists, although they were part of transnational business and
news systems as well as players in international politics. Historical compa-
rison and the analysis of the processes of entanglement and interaction
also need not exclude each other.!® The challenge is to combine comparati-
ve aspects — for example the different press traditions, political contexts or
social composition of the political and journalistic elites — with a history of
international relations in which the various actors in the two countries
come into contact with one another, react to one another. In this way a

14 Martin H. Geyer, Johannes Paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism: Culture,
Societies, and Politics from the 1840s to the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2001).

15 Cf. Hans-Ulrich Wehler, , Transnationale Geschichte - der neue Kénigsweg historischer
Forschung?”, in: Budde et al. (eds.), Transnationale Geschichte, 161-174; Andreas Rodder,
»Klios neue Kleider: Theoriedebatten um eine Kulturgeschichte der Politik in der Moder-
ne”, Historische Zeitschrift 283 (2006), 657-688; David Blackbourn, , Das Kaiserreich trans-
national: Eine Skizze”, in: Sebastian Conrad, Jiirgen Osterhammel (eds.), Das Kaiserreich
transnational: Deutschland in der Welt 1871-1914 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupprecht,
2004), 302-324.

16 Wolfram Kaiser, ,Transnationale Weltgeschichte im Zeichen der Globalisierung”, in:
Eckart Conze et al. (eds.), Geschichte der internationalen Beziehungen, 65-92.

17 Kiran Klaus Patel, , Transatlantische Perspektiven transnationaler Geschichte”, Geschichte
und Gesellschaft 29 (2003), 625647 (629).

18 Cf. Hartmut Kaelble, ,Die interdisziplindren Debatten iiber Vergleich und Transfer”,
idem, Jiirgen Schriewer (eds.), Vergleich und Transfer: Komparatistik in den Sozial-, Ge-
schichts- und Kulturwissenschaften (Frankfurt a. M.: Campus, 2003), 469-493; Jiirgen Kocka,
~Comparison and Beyond”, History and Theory 42 (2003), 39-44.
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crippling conceptual flaw in comparative studies can be avoided, namely
that of creating artificial closed units, virtually sealed off from the outside
world, which are then compared with one another.!®

There are various ways for historians to approach the types of questi-
ons outlined above. One way is to enquire into the connection between the
media and the public sphere, using Jiirgen Habermas’ work on the deve-
lopment of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ as a point of reference, either
confirming or correcting his theoretical assumptions. In this respect, it
seems, historians have engaged more fruitfully with Habermas’s hypothe-
ses about the early stages of the public sphere, especially focusing on se-
venteenth and eighteenth century France but also on Germany.?’ How-
ever, Habermas’ argument has largely remained unchallenged for the cru-
cial period in which the take-off of the mass media transformed society
into a mass (consumer) society, that is, the second half of the nineteenth
and the early twentieth century. His description of the transition from an
informed bourgeois public sphere which degenerated through expansion
into a non-political system of cultural consumption reflected the suspici-
ons which 1950s political sciences had of ‘the masses’, and was often not
borne out by historical evidence. An alternative view is suggested by
Frank Bosch who investigates political scandal in Britain and Imperial
Germany. He concentrates on moments of crisis in the complex relations-
hip between the media, politics and the public sphere and uses such peri-
ods of tension to analyse the relationship between journalism and politics
in a comparative perspective, which also analyses transfers between Bri-
tish and German debates.

Another focus of media history has traditionally centred on the relati-
onship between governments and the media. As far as Germany was con-
cerned the influence of the government on the press was always of central
interest in this respect; special attention has therefore traditionally been
paid to Bismarck’s press policy, to censorship in the First World War and
to Nazi Germany. With regard to Britain it was exactly the opposite — here
historians were primarily interested in the influence of the press on the
government. In his contribution on British Journalism in the Great War,
Martin Schramm combines these two strands by asking how the German
government tried to manage the British press during the July crisis and
how, later on, British officials sought to influence war correspondents at

Sebastian Conrad, , Doppelte Marginalisierung: Pladoyer fiir eine transnationale Perspek-
tive auf die deutsche Geschichte”, Geschichte und Gesellschaft 28 (2002), 607-636; Jiirgen
Osterhammel, ,Sozialgeschichte im Zivilisationsvergleich: Zu kiinftigen Moglichkeiten
komparativer Geschichtswissenschaft”, Geschichte und Gesellschaft 22 (1996), 143-164 (153-
155); Thomas Welskopp, , Stolpersteine auf dem Konigsweg: Methodenkritische Anmer-
kungen zum internationalen Vergleich in der Gesellschaftsgeschichte”, Archiv fiir Sozial-
geschichte 30 (1995), 339-367.

2 See e. g, Andreas Gestrich, Absolutismus und Offentlichkeit: Politische Kommunikation in
Deutschland zu Beginn des 18. Jahrhunderts (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994).
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the Western front. The question whether the media influenced politics or
was itself influenced by it, is also at the centre of Thomas Wittek’s contri-
bution on British reporting from Weimar Germany. Stephanie Seul analy-
ses such interactions in the year before the Second World War, when
Chamberlain’s appeasement policy was supported by German BBC broad-
casts. Seul shows that the British journalists assisted the propaganda of the
Foreign office, although they tried show their independence in a few cases.

A third approach arises from the study of journalists’ biographies. This
can be certain eminent individuals who made a direct and recognisable
impact on British-German relations such as Sefton Delmer who is at the
centre of Karen Beyer’s contribution. As Berlin correspondent of the Daily
Express in the interwar years, who travelled with Hitler in his private
airplane, and later, during the Second World War, as organizer of black
propaganda broadcasts to Nazi Germany, Delmer was an important An-
glo-German actor in his own right. However, biographies need not be
about prominent individuals. A group of people such as members of a
certain profession can also become the object of a biographical study. In
their essays on British and German foreign correspondents, Dominik Gep-
pert and Antje Robrecht use collective biographies not only to analyse
international networks and changing professional self-images but also to
explore the links between the different political and media cultures in Bri-
tain and Germany. While Robrecht concentrates on Cold War journalism,
Geppert examines the crucial period between 1866 and 1914 when the
media world changed as dramatically as diplomatic relations between the
European Great Powers: a period of transition when a highly differentia-
ted and rapidly expanding press became increasingly aware of its powers;
a time when diplomats needed to adapt their traditional ways of dealing
with the media.

A fourth option is to look at the entrepreneurial side of the media. That
is what Colin Seymour-Ure does in his contribution on ‘Media Barons in
British Politics after 1945" which also includes some final remarks compa-
ring British media barons with their counterparts in Germany. He asks for
the economic and financial foundations on which the media rests and
which often transcend national boundaries: its ownership structure, its
connections with advertising, the political and commercial interests of its
proprietors. His contribution is less an exploration of the political passions
of individuals than an example of the interdependency between media
and political institutions. In his interpretation, the key factors in the relati-
onship were, on the political side, the rise of mass parties and their subse-
quent gradual eclipse by interest groups; and, on the media side, the rise
of movies, radio and TV, and, finally, the proliferation of electronic media.

This volume grew out of a conference held by the Arbeitskreis Deutsche
Englandforschung at Miilheim an der Ruhr on 18-19 May 2007 which was
made possible by generous support from the ZEIT-Stiftung. Most of the
essays are revised versions of papers presented at Miilheim; the paper by
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Stephanie Seul was added at a later stage to fill the chronological gap bet-
ween the years immediately after the First World War covered by Thomas
Wittek and the post war period with which Karen Beyer’s, Antje Rob-
recht’s and Colin Seymour-Ure’s contributions are primarily concerned.
The project has benefited from a number of historians not represented in
this book: Christiane Eisenberg (Berlin), Andreas Fahrmeir (Frankfurt),
and Willibald Steinmetz (Bielefeld) greatly stimulated the discussions
which they chaired; Hannah Barker (Manchester) gave a paper on
‘Newspapers, Journalists and English Politics in the Eighteenth Century’,
which could not be included because it would have gone beyond the chro-
nological scope of this volume; Peter Kushner (St. Andrews) greatly im-
proved the English grammar and style of the German contributions.
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