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Harriet Rudolph

Entangled Objects and Hybrid Practices? Material Culture as a New Approach to the History of Diplomacy

Abstract: From the very beginnings of diplomacy, material culture has been a significant factor in intercultural relations, even if its outward appearance and symbolic meaning have changed over time. What has hardly changed, however, is the genuine multi-sensual nature of diplomatic communication, something that has for a very long time been neglected by historians. The following article applies a material culture approach to diplomatic history, outlining the most important dimensions of materiality in diplomatic encounters. These include the materiality of diplomatic documents, the material equipment of diplomatic actors, the architecture and furnishing of the sites used for diplomatic negotiations, the arrangement of diplomatic accommodation, and diplomatic gifts. It proposes a number of research methods for investigating the material culture of diplomacy and addresses methodological pitfalls, such as separating material practices from political objectives in the course of interpretation. Finally, the article explores the gain in knowledge that the focus on material culture can potentially offer to diplomatic historians. For example, it can provide valuable insights into the financial and economic history of diplomacy. It also enables historians to analyze processes of cultural transfer and cultural hybridization, and globalization in the context of diplomacy.

The history of diplomacy and foreign policy in modern times is once again the focus of historical research. With regard to the early modern period it has turned to social and cultural perspectives of diplomacy such as, for example, diplomatic networks, experiences and perceptions of diplomatic actors abroad, their practices of self-staging at foreign courts, and their part in processes of knowledge transfer.
1 Historians have studied concepts of the office of early modern envoys. In theory these were shaped by notions of the “parfait ambassadeur”.
2 In practice they were strongly influenced by the state of relations between the political entities involved in negotiation, between the diplomatic principal and his diplomatic agent, by the power relations at a foreign seat of government and also by the variety of tasks the envoys had to fulfill in the course of a diplomatic mission. In particular, this applies to residents as an instrument of diplomacy which, not incidentally, certain Italian rulers started to implement in the fifteenth century, before it spread to other regions of Europe as well, and which still may be considered a factor as well as an indication of an evolving European state system.
3 Other scholars focused on the role of diplomatic ceremonial that was increasingly differentiated and regulated after the Peace of Westphalia (1648), even though legal scholars and diplomatic practitioners frequently criticized ceremonial procedures as inefficient and tiresome.
4

Regarding the modern period, new approaches to the history of diplomacy were mainly inspired by groundbreaking studies in the realm of international history and international relations, although conventional diplomatic history is still very – and even, once more, increasingly – influential.
5 Apart from a persistent dominance of traditional political history in the history of foreign relations in general, two developments may appear responsible for this situation. Firstly, international research was influenced by American scholars who were socialized in a political system in which sophisticated diplomatic protocol and the aristocratic ancestry of diplomatic personnel did not play as decisive a part as it did in many European countries even after the Second World War. Not surprisingly, the cultural history of contemporary diplomacy in the United States focuses on “public diplomacy”
6 and “cultural diplomacy”
7 as spheres of diplomatic activities in a wider sense. Both these spheres are considered to have been essential in postwar U.S. foreign policy regarding, for example, West Germany and several East Asian regions. Not only American scholars claimed a leading role for U.S. dealings concerning public diplomacy and particularly cultural diplomacy after the Second World War.

Secondly, German research into the field of diplomacy was strongly influenced by postwar German history – by the formation of two German states, which both tried to distinguish themselves from the Third Reich, albeit with different objectives and in different ways.
8 Both had to delineate a version of diplomatic protocol as an indispensable framework for diplomatic activities. This task was especially difficult regarding fundamental issues in foreign policy such as sovereignty, international bloc-building and the existence of two German states at the same time. In West Germany, even a new capital with a distinctly provincial appearance had to be adapted to the needs of nevertheless refined diplomatic procedures. Here, politicians used to complain about time-consuming and annoying protocol regulations, though only so long as they themselves did not feel downgraded by these. As was the case already during the eighteenth century, by ridiculing protocol politicians and diplomats tried to ostentatiously stage themselves as enlightened and efficient office-holders. This approach, combined with an unrelenting focus on “great men” and “great deeds” in Germany’s political sphere, was reflected by historical research in this field, until prominent representatives of German “Sozialgeschichte”, above all Hans Ulrich Wehler, started to discredit political history and especially the history of diplomacy as old-fashioned and even reactionary. At the same time the striking dominance of Sozialgeschichte in German historical research in the 1970s and 1980s hampered the establishment of cultural approaches to the history of diplomacy. Only during the last two decades can we observe an increasing number of German studies concerned with the cultural history of diplomacy, for example, with regard to state visits
9 and to public
10 and cultural diplomacy.
11

Some examinations of certain objects in specific historical situations notwithstanding, the material culture of diplomacy has hitherto hardly played an important role in historical research regarding both early modern and modern times. Only a very few monographs have been published which explicitly focus on the early modern material culture of diplomacy in its entirety: for example, Helen Jacobsen’s book on the “Material World of the Stuart Diplomat”.
12 This situation may seem even more surprising if we look at early modern times as a period in which central elements of today’s diplomatic system evolved: for example, permanency and reciprocity, diplomatic privileges, standards of diplomatic communication and diplomatic documentation, etc.
13 At that time, ostentatiously staging and exchanging artefacts was considered of major significance in foreign policy negotiations all over the world. Even today, material practices play a role, which many, though not all politicians – and, significantly, many scholars studying contemporary diplomacy – tend to underestimate.

To give just a few examples which refer to different dimensions of the material culture in recent diplomacy: In 2009, tensions arose between Great Britain and the United States when a bust of Winston Churchill was removed from the White House.
14 Though officials on both sides at first tried to downplay the event, it led to a whole series of more or less unfortunate attempts by the White House to settle the conflict. For example, officials initially refused to comment, then produced visual evidence that the bust was still there (wrong bust), then admitted the transfer but shielded the new president, Barack Obama, from any responsibility while rejecting any political significance to the incident, and then ceremoniously unveiled the same bust inside the United States Capitol. In 2011, the imbalance of gift exchange between French president Nicolas Sarkozy and Obama caused speculations on the state of relations between both states. Among other things, Obama received fine crystal, an Hermès golf bag, table lamps on silver pedestals, and a sculpture of Alexander the Great’s horse – in short: a mixture of very traditional and very modern diplomatic gifts, worth in total more than $41,000.
15 They were supposed to represent the distinguished French luxury industry as well as the almost monarchical “largesse” of the French president. And what did the “King of Bling”
16 receive in return? A collection of DVDs. In 2015, the Iranian president Hassan Rohani declined to take part in a state dinner in Paris, since the menu included red wine.
17 He even rejected the compromise that French authorities quickly offered to smooth intercultural tension: a “petit-déjeuner” served without alcoholic drinks. In Rohani’s opinion, any kind of meal described as “petit” would be unable to adequately reflect either his position as head of state or the prestige of his country.

The chapters in this volume focus on the challenges and pitfalls of intercultural diplomacy in an increasingly globalized world, one in which diplomatic actors are nevertheless expected to quickly adapt to diverse political systems, legal cultures, languages, religions, and customs. Whereas scholars of the early modern period
18 have analyzed intercultural negotiation processes for some time – though there is still plenty of room for new research projects – scholars concerned with the modern period
19 still largely neglect this dimension of diplomacy. Moreover, even if they do address the intercultural dimension of diplomatic encounters, they hardly do so systematically and with regard to theoretical concepts such as hybridity, transnationality, intercultural contact or material culture. This modus operandi may explain why master narratives, such as the “Westernization” and “Europeanization” of diplomacy, which were established with regard to European history, are still immensely powerful, even though Eurocentric approaches to diplomacy and international law are being more and more criticized.
20 The same applies to simplifying juxtapositions such as, for example, “old diplomacy” and “new diplomacy”.
21

To define the potential fields of investigation and to illuminate the methods which we should apply while researching the material culture of diplomacy, I address the following methodological questions in the subsequent sections of this introductory chapter: What do I mean by diplomacy in the present context (I)? What do I understand by the material culture of diplomacy (II)? What methods can historians apply while researching the material practices, what problems might arise by doing so and how might these be solved (III)? And, finally, what do we actually gain by researching the material dimensions of diplomatic interaction in early modern and modern times (IV)?

By analyzing selected material dimensions of diplomatic interaction in early modern and modern times and in diverse regions of the world, the papers of this volume are meant to explore the potential gain in understanding the dynamics of early modern und modern diplomatic procedures which the approach of material culture may have to offer to historians. In doing so, they are not meant to completely rewrite the history of diplomacy which would not be possible anyway at this early stage of research into this field. Rather, they attempt to demonstrate how complex material dimensions of diplomatic interaction in both periods could be and in how deliberate a manner diplomatic actors tried to exploit artefacts to promote negotiations in foreign policy as well as to serve specific political objectives that their rulers or they themselves pursued. This applies particularly to intercultural negotiations, in which political actors sometimes simply had to rely on material aspects because they were unable to understand anything their hosts said.

What is Diplomacy?

When consulting literature on foreign relations in historical perspective, one quickly realizes that most definitions of diplomacy by historians, political scientists, and even practitioners are “monstrously imprecise”.
22 In Anglo-American scholarship and in political science literature in general, the concept of diplomacy is quite frequently applied to pre-modern times. In contrast, German historians concerned with early modern times use the term only reluctantly, because they consider this concept to be closely linked to nineteenth-century conceptions of the state, foreign policy, and international relations.
23 However, seen from the broader perspective, this narrow understanding hardly satisfies. Literally it would mean that we could speak of diplomacy only with regard to a short era in the long history of humankind: the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century, when the political concept of the nation-state flourished. Looking at the various forms of diplomacy and its diverse sub-state and supra-state actors after that period, we may observe that the relevance of the nation-state as a diplomatic principal has declined. Even before, the historical realities of negotiations in and outside of Europe were often a lot more complex. After all, there never was a state monopoly on diplomacy, unchallenged by other actors. Similar to early modern as well as modern states, there are substantial differences between early modern and modern diplomacy, exactly as there are striking continuities between both periods, and old traditions that still resonate today, as will be demonstrated by some chapters of this volume.
24

In the present context I use the term “diplomacy” as an analytical concept meant to cover all practices of negotiation in which official representatives of political entities directly and peacefully interact to pursue political objectives with regard to those regions where they were not able to claim any rights of territorial rule. This definition does not necessarily imply the existence of a nationstate, institutionalized professional training of diplomats, or specific features such as reciprocity and permanence. Following Harold Nicolson, who defined diplomacy as an “organized system of negotiation”,
25 it rests on the notion that communication and representation are essential factors in any diplomatic activity, although “the essential necessity in any negotiator that he should be fully representative of his own sovereign at home” could be and in fact was challenged in both periods of time. In addition, in the early modern period non-European rulers only reluctantly embraced the idea of representation. They often considered foreign envoys mere messengers than representatives of other rulers. Even today, the idea of the ambassador as a representative of sovereignty may be considered a fiction, though certainly a useful one, resting on the more fundamental fiction that the political world as such is merely divided into sovereigns and subjects.
26

Already before the concept of sovereignty was established in early modern theories of the state in Europe, political elites were convinced that any mandate to conduct negotiations in foreign policy was at least in theory limited to those rulers who were not in turn legally dependent on superior overlords.
27 In practice, however, there were specific historical constellations in which this idea was frequently questioned: for example, in the case of impending civil wars and wars of independence. Nowadays, some scholars use concepts like “sub-state diplomacy”, “para-diplomacy”, and “proto-diplomacy” to describe comparable situations: But these may not be assigned to early modern phenomena without further ado, and they are also contested with regard to the modern period.
28 The picture becomes even more complicated in the case of complex constitutional structures such as imperial constellations. That some territorial rulers of the Holy Roman Empire increasingly – they had already done so before – sent their own representatives to foreign courts after 1648 may be considered an element as well as a symptom of enforced claims to sovereignty, even if, at least according to the imperial constitution, they were only able to claim limited sovereignty with regard to foreign policy.

At this stage I would also avoid talking about specialized types of diplomacy, such as public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy, because these do not have appropriate equivalents in early modern times and they also refer to fields of foreign policy action in which diplomats do not necessarily participate. Additionally, it seems sensible to limit the field of research if new approaches to the history of diplomacy are to be explored in terms of their potential gain in knowledge. Nevertheless, we should take into account that, for example, the design of an embassy building as a material artefact often aims to convey political messages to a foreign public and, therefore, may be considered an element of public diplomacy as well. Equally, if politicians choose consumer goods as diplomatic gifts, as President Sarkozy did in 2011, if they shake hands with robots, as Angela Merkel did in 2015 while visiting Japan, they promote a certain lifestyle as well as advertise a certain industry, which may be considered an element of cultural diplomacy as well as of economic diplomacy.
29 However, economic diplomacy in the sense of commercial diplomacy is addressed in some papers in this volume.
30

The authors focus on different kinds of “diplomatic actors”, an expression that is supposed to indicate a person who was entitled to directly participate in foreign policy communication abroad.
31 As distinguished from a member of the “diplomatic service”, this phrase does not necessarily refer to a profession with regulated training and to an employment in a specific government agency focusing on foreign relations. First and foremost it is supposed to cover a certain field of activity: negotiations in foreign policy. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century, people who conducted negotiations were increasingly called “diplomatists”.
32 Before that time, we may find a great variety of terms such as oratores, envoys, legates, emissaries, residents, ambassadors, plenipotentiaries, chargés d’affaires, etc. As some of these expressions increasingly bore specific connotations, it became necessary to establish a concept that could cover all of these diplomatic roles, particularly with regard to the growing relevance of foreign relations in times of the evolving European state system. Very likely, the expression “diplomatist/diplomat” was considered particularly suitable, because what all these actors usually had in common was a “diploma” issued by their principal, stating their assignment and their mandate. In democratic systems, members of the government travelling abroad in the service of foreign policy may be regarded as diplomatic actors.
33

In the first half of the eighteenth century, the adjective “diplomatique” no longer referred only to diplomatic actors but also to diplomacy, for example, in phrases like “cérémonial diplomatique”.
34 From the end of the eighteenth century onwards, we find compounds such as “agent diplomatique”, “diplomatic line”
35 and “diplomatic body”, referring to an imagined community of all ambassadors sent by sovereigns to a foreign seat of government. Even before that time, some diplomatic actors had begun to speak not only in the name of their principal, but also in the name of all ambassadors present: for example, in cases of foreign representatives imprisoned by local authorities.
36 Obviously, there was a notion of a diplomatic body claiming certain diplomatic privileges even before there was a specific expression for this phenomenon and before a membership in the “corps diplomatique” in fact legally entitled one to such claims.
37 This frequently happens in history, which is why investigations into the history of concepts in a traditional sense (by focusing solely on the usage of certain words in contemporary documents) sometimes provide rather limited explanations. Likewise, “diplomacy” as an increasingly significant field of action in early modern foreign relations existed before it was labeled as such.


What is the Material Culture of Diplomacy?

Material culture studies investigate all kinds of human practices that are related to “man-made or man-modified artefacts”.
38 They focus on the impact of things on all forms of human performance because objects are considered powerful tokens that enable individuals to establish, confirm or challenge social orders.
39 By employing artefacts, historical actors are able to set up effective marks of distinction or else affiliation in the process of defining social groups as well as hierarchies of status and rank. Artefacts are even supposed to have a “social life” and a “cultural biography”, which should be thoroughly researched because these perspectives offer valuable insights into the multilayered functionality of an artefact and any interpretations contemporaries associated with it.
40 In the past, scholars discussed at length the tricky question whether we should consider things historical actants themselves or whether they were just exploited by human agents to achieve certain aims.
41 I tend to side with the latter opinion, because the former has not been compellingly proved – and is in fact difficult to prove. However, we should take into account that in some cases historical actors might have understood things as an invitation or a challenge to act in a certain way, one intended or even not intended by their counterparts.
42 In addition, every artefact possesses a certain physical quality which is able to cause physical and psychological effects, no matter what political actors might have had in view while using it, and no matter what they might have been aware of at the time of the diplomatic event in question.

My concept of the material culture of diplomacy includes all practices in foreign policy communication in which single artefacts, samples of artefacts, or else the whole material setting of diplomatic interaction is supposed to be constitutive for creating an intended effect in terms of diplomatic objectives – regardless of whether this effect was accomplished in the end or not. Investigating the material culture of diplomacy means studying a complex web of relations between material objects, human beings, and indoor as well as outdoor spaces to uncover the political, social, and legal significance of ways in which political actors brought artefacts into play during negotiations. Accordingly, we should focus first and foremost on things that were not only displayed, but which were actually handled by political actors in the context of diplomatic communication. In this section I would like to outline the dimensions of diplomatic material culture that I consider particularly relevant for future investigations into this field. They refer to several types of artefacts as well as to different stages of diplomatic interaction.

Diplomatic documents such as, for example, official and secret instructions, treaties, and reports do not only reveal the political objectives of a mission, favored negotiation strategies, and scopes of action to which a diplomatic actors might have been entitled to, but they own a certain materiality which could be as much part of the message as it could serve as an important precondition of any diplomatic interaction. Diplomatic historians have always looked at written documents – most of them did nothing else – but they have hardly analyzed this type of source in its artefactual quality.
43 Diplomatic documents were lost, stolen, destroyed, kissed, copied, faked, published, and stored.
44 In some cases, they were artistically designed and wrapped in embroidered folders. They could be deliberately hidden, ceremonially displayed, and formally delivered during receptions. In doing so, an envoy might be officially accepted as a representative of his principal, though outside of Europe this was not necessarily the case. From the nineteenth century onwards, solemn public signings of treaties became a common part of diplomatic practice in Europe, soon spreading to other parts of the world, where rulers had not been used to signing treaties at all, because signatures held no authority.
45 Later on, documents might be publicly displayed as objects of legal argument and of remembrance. They were incorporated in portraits, history paintings and exhibitions, where they were usually part of ensembles of things that mutually commented on each other, sometimes in ways which had been intended neither by contemporary political actors nor by later agents of remembrance. In modern times diplomatic document cultures underwent significant transformations as a result of the bureaucratization and the mechanization of diplomacy as well as of processes of media change. By often following their own dynamics, these left an imprint on the procedures and outcomes of diplomacy, which should be analyzed more thoroughly than has hitherto been the case.

For early modern times, a core theme of investigation represents the material equipment of diplomatic actors, such as clothing, jewelry, weapons, banners, carriages, writing and drawing materials, groceries, medicine, and even animals in their quality as artefacts. In this period, the material culture of diplomacy often culminated in solemn entries of envoys into a ruler’s residence. By choosing a certain attire, these actors invoked not only hierarchies of social and political status, but notions of prosperity, refined manners, and urbaneness as virtues European diplomats increasingly sought to display. In modern times, there are no longer solemn entries of diplomats and the dreariness of the black or grey, preferably bespoke lounge suit has taken over, at least for male European diplomats. Generally, they have only shoes, watches, pens, and bags with which to represent themselves, although in a global perspective the exciting question is who acts in which circumstances according to European cultural standards and who – maybe as a demonstrative act of emancipation – no longer does, or never did at all. In addition, certain clothing may reveal the specific nature of a diplomatic event. At present, diplomatic actors wearing cardigans usually intend to signify the “private” character of a meeting during which, nevertheless, political objectives are on the table.
46 The artefact-based staging of privacy in diplomatic contexts is usually meant to signify excellent relations between states and their respective representatives no matter what the actual state of relations might be at that time.

The material culture of diplomacy incorporates the architecture and furnishing of all sites used for diplomatic negotiation. There is a difference between the reception of a diplomat at a foreign seat of government and a gathering of diplomats at a site where no dominant local power was able to determine the most relevant material features of the diplomatic performance. We should ask why which sites were used for a certain diplomatic event and how these were furnished and decorated.
47 Diplomatic premises were sometimes even newly erected, like the well known four-door meeting tent for the peace negotiations at Karlowitz in 1699, which the representatives of all four participating powers could enter at exactly the same time to demonstrate their equal status according to the emerging law of nations.
48 In 2016, when the Iranian President Rohani visited Rome, the protocol unit of the Italian government ordered to cover up ancient Roman statues in the Capitol to avoid any embarrassment to the Muslim visitor by their nudity, which might have hampered negotiations. In contrast, Pope Francis had arranged the official photograph of himself and Rohani to be taken in front of a painting of the risen Christ.
49 However, he did not receive his guest in the Sala Regia, as early modern popes used to do, where the latter would have had to look at depictions of slaughtered Muslims.
50 Webs of significance may also be created by the design and the array of seating, for example by diverging seating levels, as can be observed in early modern Ottoman-European diplomacy. Not incidentally, discussions are often held at round tables to avoid protocol complexity, as had already been the case at Karlowitz in 1699. However, this does not mean that there is no hierarchical order amongst all participants. In cases of profound cultural difference conflicts may also arise in terms of the kind of food which is supposed to be served during ceremonial dinners as the French/Iranian example signifies.
51 By declining to take part, the Iranian President not only rejected the underlying idea of “convivium” as a prerequisite for successful processes of negotiation but he also counteracted his host’s desire to display wealth, taste, and manners by offering sophisticated food on lavishly decorated tables.

We should also look at the arrangement of diplomatic accommodation. In medieval Europe – and for much longer in other regions of the world – the hosting ruler usually provided lodgings for foreign envoys. This procedure may be understood not only as an expression of hospitality, but also as a means of control, above all in cases of political tension and impending military conflicts. As a result, diplomats at first had very limited scopes of action regarding the selection and decoration of their lodgings. However, with the introduction of permanent representatives and the increasing sensibility towards conflicts of interest, divided loyalties and bribery, this modus operandi was no longer considered appropriate. Now envoys began to rent lodgings, which they furnished according to their own needs. From the late seventeenth century onwards, resident ambassadors started to buy houses if they were allowed to do so by local authorities. As a consequence, they were much better able to hold court in their own right and to entertain the local political elite and other foreign representatives. To portray themselves as travelled men of the world, European diplomats ostentatiously furnished their residences with foreign commodities after their return home.
52 Through the use of objects they distinguished themselves from their counterparts and foreign representatives at their home court. Since by nineteenth century, embassy buildings were newly erected, often according to designs of well-known architects. They were sumptuously furnished and deliberately situated in a part of the town meant to reflect the political relevance as well as the reified and symbolic power of the state they were representing. However, only a very limited number of sophisticated studies concerning the “architecture of diplomacy” have so far been published.
53 Apart from picture books and studies with a strong focus on architecture by art historians and cultural geographers, monographs on embassy buildings written by members of the diplomatic service have been from a distinctly national perspective.
54 Most of these studies inadequately reflect on political preconditions of diplomacy, and they do not analyze the authentic utilization of embassy buildings by diplomatic actors afterwards, even though insightful perspectives might arise from such an approach. To give an example: At the end of the sixteenth century, the so-called “German House” at Constantinople resembled a fortress, because nobody was supposed to leave it without permission of the Sublime Porte. In recent times, some embassy buildings are once again designed like fortresses, though the underlying idea is now that nobody may enter without permission either of the state hosting the embassy or the state the embassy represents in order to avoid not only terrorist attacks but also demonstrations or violent protests and attempts to seek asylum.
55

A vital element of the material culture of diplomacy may be considered diplomatic gifts as a dimension covered by all papers of this volume. Regarding the early modern period, there is already a large number of studies on diplomatic gifts because gift giving practices are usually well documented and a noteworthy number of gifts in fact survived.
56 Gifts were almost regularly exchanged between representatives of different political entities all over the world. In specific historical situations as well as in specific realms of rule, they served as a precondition, not to be forfeited, for any ruler’s disposition to receive foreign envoys: for example, in China and the Ottoman Empire. Even though the kind of gifts, their design, their value, and the symbolic messages connected to them have changed over periods of time, gift-giving as such may be considered an anthropological constant in foreign policy communication. There are even examples where striking similarities can be observed between diplomatic gift cultures at different periods of time, for example, in terms of gifts like bone china.
57 The exchange of gifts may be influenced by tradition and persistent cultures of gift-giving in the realms concerned, but also by the present state of relations between both parties and by specific objectives of upcoming negotiations. Churchill’s bust, for example, had originally been a gift from Prime Minister Tony Blair to President George Bush in 2001. Referring to the successful military alliance between the United States and Great Britain in the Second World War, it was meant to symbolize the full support by the British nation for the U.S. in fighting the “War against Terror”. For the period under investigation, research should examine not only procedures of diplomatic gift-giving, but also the processes of institutionalization combined with them, such as, for example, regulating the conditions of gift transfer, as the Venetians already did in late medieval times, or establishing administrative divisions such as gift units. Increasingly linked to the issue of diplomatic gift-giving is the idea of the “corrupt” diplomat who distributes his services to various principals according to the respective profit to be made.
58

The material culture of diplomacy may even include landscape, for example, when the natural surroundings of a diplomatic event are deliberately chosen to convey a specific political message. Situating diplomatic negotiations within a certain landscape may refer to a territorial claim to power, as was often the case in early modern times. In this context, we can rely to a certain extent on some studies in art history that have analyzed political dimensions of landscape in the past, not incidentally with a focus on early modern and modern times.
59 Peace negotiations were sometimes deliberately held at sites suggesting who in effect had lost the war, as the Hubertusburg Castle in Saxony did at the end of the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), or in places situated at the frontier of a political entity.
60 Situating a diplomatic event in a certain landscape may also refer to its specific quality: for example, as an unofficial but nevertheless decisive sequence of action, as seems to have been the case when two politicians, U.S. Secretary of State James Baker and Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, went fly fishing in Wyoming in 1989 and had themselves photographed seated in a rubber dinghy.
61


Methods for Studying the Material Culture of Diplomacy

In applying methods and perspectives of material culture studies to the history of foreign policy and international law in early modern times, historians face quite a few challenges. Most approaches to material culture were primarily designed to investigate social relations between individuals and social groups, rather than political and legal relations between political entities.
62 Therefore, theories and methods of material culture studies have to be adapted to the realms of foreign policy and the law of nations. To give an example, an important aspect that must be taken into account is the legal dimension of artefacts in the context of diplomacy. There are not only legal objects such as, for example, certain diplomatic documents, there are also artefact-related practices which symbolize or even establish legal relations between political entities such as a reception with military honors does in present times.
63 Finally, since customary law played a vital role in diplomacy in the past and to a certain extent still does in present times, some practices that may be observed in diplomatic interaction might be considered an element of custom by diplomatic actors. As a result, certain legal claims might be derived from these for the future.

In addition, it could be argued that historians, who only reluctantly embraced the analysis of images in the past, seem to be even less qualified to investigate the material – and not only the symbolic – dimensions of an artefact.
64 That applies even more to the sphere of intercultural diplomacy, in which we may be confronted by a whole universe of entirely unfamiliar artefacts and artefact-related practices. This challenge might be met by target-oriented cooperation with scholars of other humanities, such as museology, ethnology, anthropology, and art as well as design history.
65 Representatives of all these subjects, not incidentally, have added their own perspectives to the field of material culture studies. However, from a distinctly historical perspective, some of these approaches have their own shortcomings, too. Apart from reconstructing specific circumstances of production, museologists, for example, are primarily interested in the history of things as a part of specific collections and rather less in the social and political biography of things as such.
66 They mostly deal with single objects or certain groups of objects that are no longer part of the diplomatic settings in which we are interested. The same applies to most art history studies on the work of early modern artists who either accompanied diplomatic missions or were responsible for the architecture and decoration of diplomatic sites.

As a result, historians have to adapt the methods of material culture studies to their own subject and to their specific fields of interest. While analyzing material dimensions of diplomacy, we should distinguish between different forms of diplomacy: ad-hoc diplomacy, resident diplomacy, and itinerant diplomacy. The material culture of diplomacy is strongly influenced by the type of diplomacy preferred by historical actors at a certain time and in certain circumstances. We should also distinguish between several stages of diplomatic interaction, which refer not only to different political actors and different diplomatic objectives but also to different stages of diplomatic procedures. These include, for example, the preparation of diplomatic events, the various sequences of action at formal receptions and informal meetings (arrival, lodging, talks, meals, gift transfer, sightseeing, etc.), which are usually distinguished by deliberately created material settings; the post-processing of diplomatic encounters; and finally, the cultures of remembrance with regard to diplomacy. While examining artefacts and material practices, it seems aprropriate to apply a multilayered analysis, which had already been suggested by material culture scholars.
67 In the context of foreign relations we might proceed in three steps to uncover the manifold layers of meaning that artefacts were able to carry in diplomatic interaction. In practice, these analytical steps are frequently interrelated to each other. However, it is vital that, if possible, we at least start by looking at the diplomatic objects in question and consult texts and pictures only afterwards.

Firstly, we should begin with thoroughly examining all the artefacts that have survived. It is sensible to start with a careful description of their physical characteristics in terms of material composition, weight, texture, form, color, smell, etc. Though any perception and evaluation of these features may be highly subjective and temporary, they themselves are certainly not. Then we should proceed with analyzing the style, design and symbolic configuration of an artefact and ask for common forms of use which do not necessarily have to match its diplomatic functions.
68 Some of these might have been inscribed into the artefact, others were not.
69 Things were produced at a certain time, used in different environments and situations afterwards, and destroyed in the end.
70 Therefore we should ask: who ordered and bought these objects and with what objectives; who (re-) designed and produced them; what was their monetary value, and what notions of esteem did contemporaries of both parties attach to them? How do they relate, for example, to local or else supra-regional hierarchies of materials, colors and spatial arrangement? All this should have happened before we look at the ways in which an artefact was used in the context of diplomacy. Otherwise we might end up seeing only what we want to see. The efficiency of an artefact as a carrier of meaning in diplomatic communication may depend on the extent to which its cultural and political significance was able to coincide in the perception of contemporary actors and observers. Ideally, we can get hold of the original artefacts and consult still existing material settings.
71 Should these no longer be available, we can still look for artefacts and artefact ensembles of similar form and style, and study the contexts in which they were used as well as the diverse purposes they had to serve.

Secondly, we should question archival and literary sources with respect to what they have to say about the form, function, and relevance of artefact use in the pursuit of diplomacy. To begin with we should look for sources that are able to reveal the preparation of diplomatic events because already in this context we frequently find valuable information on how material aspects of meetings were arranged before representatives of both sides actually met. As a rule, a considerable part of all preparations was in fact concerned with the material dimensions of diplomatic interaction, even though this does not mean that all these aspects were always implemented in the end. With regard to diplomatic practice, diplomatic documents in a narrow sense (instructions, reports, etc.) as well as other documents (non-official letters, diaries, sketches, bills,
72 etc.) are to be investigated in terms of the various ways in which diplomatic actors textualized the material culture of diplomacy, and how they tried to translate and make sense of unfamiliar material practices.
73 In early modern times considerable passages in travel reports written by eyewitnesses of diplomatic receptions are concerned with describing the design of artefacts and forms of artefact usage.
74 What strategies did political actors apply to counteract specific forms of using diplomatic things that seemed to undermine the authority, the status and the political objectives of their ruler? To what extent did the authors of such reports reflect on the issue of cultural difference between both sides and its possible impact on artefact-related practices? In modern times, printed and electronic media might offer valuable information on material dimensions of diplomacy as well as on the functions und perceptions which people attached to these. In official reports and statements, in contrast, these issues may be represented to a lesser extent; but that does not necessarily mean that political actors did not attach any relevance to the material setting of diplomacy.

Thirdly, we should consult visual representations of diplomatic artefacts and diplomatic interaction in past and present times. There is a strong link between the material and visual cultures of diplomacy at a certain period in time.
75 In the period under investigation, historical paintings flourished as a new genre of art that focused on contemporary events: Important diplomatic acts were frequently depicted in paintings, drawings, and prints. In this context, diplomatic actors other than rulers increasingly appeared on the stage of diplomacy, first with regard to inner-European and then also European/Extra-European diplomacy. In addition, there are a large number of portraits of diplomatic actors which also offer valuable insights in contemporary practices of thing use. Where manuscripts may be silent, drawings and paintings often necessarily create spaces and means of interaction that otherwise could not be traced. They depict political actors in a particular outfit and carrying particular artefacts; they place them in material surroundings, which are often not even mentioned in the texts. In many cases, they are much better able to convey the quality of an artefact as an “entangled object” than any text or even the original objects would if they had in fact survived.
76 Visual sources such as these construct their own historical realities according to their actual purpose and, by doing so, pass on contemporary ideas concerning the significance of artefact use in diplomacy. For the nineteenth and twentieth century, we may also consult photographs and films which do not merely depict events but rather create versions of reality by themselves. In addition, we can increasingly observe how diplomatic procedures were arranged to be visualized in the media in a particular manner to spread a political message.
77 Ideally, we are able to compare different pictures of the same event which were produced by representatives from diverse sides. To be able to interpret these sources adequately we should be familiar with contemporary local styles of visualization that may considerably differ in the context of early modern intercultural diplomacy. With regard to combinations of texts and pictures we may analyze the relations between both forms of representation: In which ways do they refer to each other, do their messages coincide or counteract each other and if so, for what reason? In modern times, we may observe a certain differentiation of labor regarding media reports on diplomatic events, which presumes that journalists do not have to describe what everybody may see in pictures. Yet a similar tendency may have already existed in early modern times when artists accompanied diplomatic missions precisely in order to visually record diplomatic procedures.

In each case, we should focus neither on material practices nor on political objectives in diplomacy alone, but try to see both dimensions together and analyze the various ways in which they interacted in diplomatic practice. In theory, formal/symbolic and functional/instrumental dimensions of diplomacy may be separated, as they often have been in historiography; in practice, this procedure only works at the expense of any deeper understanding with regard to the various dynamics that had an impact on the procedures and the results of diplomatic exchange. Equally, we should neither consider form-related dimensions of diplomacy to be irrational elements of foreign policy, nor assume content-related dimensions to be rational elements: Both dimensions operate according to their own versions of rationality, i.e., irrationality. The efficient diplomat who does not care about anything but the political objectives of his mission is not only a modern European fiction invented by enlightenment, but a fool, who does not comprehend how diplomacy actually works.
78 To a considerable extent this still applies today and particularly in the context of intercultural diplomacy where formal, i.e. artifactual, dimensions may be even more relevant than in diplomatic interaction between entities that are culturally largely similar. Notwithstanding the above, we should not always take at their word European politicians and diplomats who refer to the passion for grandeur in “Oriental” and “African” monarchs to legitimize a sumptuous diplomatic protocol which may rather have satisfied their own considerable desire for self-representation.


Material Culture Perspectives on the History of Diplomacy

Researching the material culture of diplomacy offers manifold new perspectives on diplomatic history that are able significantly to enlarge our knowledge with regard to early modern as well as modern diplomacy. At this stage I shall limit myself to five points:

If we consider all forms of diplomatic interaction to be communicative events addressing all human senses, as we should indeed do, the scope of potential sources for studies in diplomatic history is extended to all those artefacts that political actors employed in the course of negotiation. Not only visual but also tactile, auditory, olfactory, and gustatory elements influenced perceptions and attitudes of diplomatic actors in various ways. By focusing on the multi-sensuality of diplomatic interaction, the semiotic reduction of artefacts to mere signs in processes of meaning-making can be avoided. In doing so, we are also much better able to investigate interactions between representatives of written cultures and those of oral cultures as was frequently the case in the history of the European expansion, for example with regard to African and American Indian regions. It is a Eurocentric notion that the historical essence of diplomacy might be represented in certain pieces of paper. Not even political elites in Asia with highly developed cultures of writing would have favoured this approach. The question is when and under what conditions scripturality became predominant in the global history of diplomacy – if this is the case at all. As is well known, paper does not blush and, even in present times, interstate agreements are frequently broken. In addition, particularly from the nineteenth century onwards we can observe various ways in which states and entire state systems seek to materialize their relations, for example by erecting embassies, places of assembly and headquartes of sub-state institutions, by establishing cultural institutions or else sites of memory in foreign countries.

While examining the material dimensions of diplomacy, we are reminded that the overall aim of diplomacy is to allow consent and not to epitomize and even intensify conflict as historians tend to assume. On the one hand, rulers, politicians, and diplomats all over the world were used to employing certain objects to set marks of distinction with regard to social and legal status, political relations, and cultural affiliation. By a certain material setting of diplomatic events political actors and the realms of rule which they represent could be demonstratively included in (or else excluded from) an assembly of political actors, in a system of states and, in modern times, even in an entire international order. On the other, due to the ambivalent nature of artefacts and their genuine openness for diverse kinds of use, and different forms of perception as well as interpretation, these could also be instrumentalized to blur cultural and political differences and, by doing so, to promote political consent or else conceal political dissent between all parties concerned. To some diplomats, the meaning of foreign diplomatic ceremonials was obviously “lost in translation” – a feeling historians may sometimes be familiar with when looking at the relevant records – but others did not even bother with translating. They simply preferred and textualized their own reading of events, representing their individual actions in the most favorable manner. This is still frequently the case today. This leads to the question of what strategies political actors on either side try to employ to disambiguate all the political messages which are attached to material dimensions of diplomacy. In addition, by analyzing the material culture of recent diplomatic events we can study increasing (and sometimes awkward) attempts by European and non-European representatives to materially “provincialize Europe” by demonstratively hiding or disguising artefacts which represent vital aspects of European culture. A good argument can be made that processes of political emancipation, for example decolonialization, are not only mirrored but enforced and even accomplished by altered material aspects of diplomatic negotiation as, for example, is the case with regard to diplomatic rituals such as the reception with military honours.

All artefacts which were brought into play in the course of diplomatic interaction – the material equipment of diplomatic actors, accommodation, entertainment, diplomatic gifts, etc. – had to be paid for. The question is: who had to pay how much and at what time? What financial resources were political actors actually prepared to commit to diplomacy as a peaceful means of foreign policy in certain periods of time? Looking at material practices of diplomacy offers valuable insights into the financial and economic history of diplomacy, which is particularly complex in early modern times. Nevertheless, even in this period we can observe an increasing readiness of rulers to fund diplomacy, for which diplomats had previously themselves been responsible to a considerable extent. By carefully investigating this aspect, we are also able to bring back the state into the history of diplomacy. While focusing on diplomatic networking in order to demonstratively distinguish oneself from traditional diplomatic history, historians have neglected or even denied the important role that the evolving state played in the institutionalization of modern diplomacy. The whole institutionalization process from late medieval times seems to have been strongly linked to the issue of finance, as can be observed by looking at early attempts to regulate diplomacy in Venice and at the Papal court. By analyzing phenomena such as these, we are able to trace developments such as the increasing differentiation (and division of labour) between informal and official actors as well as between private and common property in the context of diplomacy. This leads to the issue of “corruption” and “bribery” in diplomatic affairs, which was raised in European political discourse from the seventeenth century onwards. However, it might also be a Eurocentric notion that these phenomena where solely European inventions.

Researching the material culture of diplomacy is very well suited to investigating processes of cultural transfer and cultural hybridization as a result of intercultural contact in early modern and modern times. The question is how a substantial cultural difference between both parties reflects on the material configuration of diplomatic procedures, on the material world of the diplomats themselves and, finally, on the political outcome of diplomatic encounters. As transcultural actors, diplomats cultivated mentalities and developed habits that can no longer be attributed to either the culture of their origin or the culture of the political realm to which they are dispatched. Therefore, they reflect their status as agents in-between: Diplomatic practice created “contact zones” (Mary Louise Pratt) between political entities as well as legal and cultural systems. These were often defined and even internally differentiated by carefully placed artefacts that should be carefully scrutinized in their quality as “entangled objects” and as elements of hybridization processes with regard to various local forms of diplomatic protocol. By using artefacts, not only social and cultural but also political orders may be challenged. On the other hand, there seems to be a certain tendency to overestimate the hybrid nature of intercultural contacts in early modern times, for example, by assuming hybridity from the start instead of tracing it by looking at historical phenomena. With regard to modern times, by contrast, it seems much more sensible to presuppose an overall hybrid character of diplomatic affairs. However, particularly with regard to non-European inter-state relations we should also look for (sometimes ostentatious) attempts by political actors to dehybridize diplomatic affairs by enforcing indigenous procedures of negotiation, or at least by publicly claiming an allegedly national origin for them.

Particularly by looking at the material culture it becomes obvious that neither diplomacy as such nor the purposeful use of artefacts in its course can be considered solely European inventions. In other parts of the world, European intermediaries always had and still have to adapt to foreign cultural practices. In recent times there is even an increasing tendency to do so within Europe. For this very reason we should be wary of diplomatic narratives that give the impression that European actors successfully imposed their own version of diplomatic ceremonial, i.e. protocol, on non-European actors. As a result, pervasive Eurocentric narratives, as expressed by concepts such as “Westernization” or “Europeanization”, may be scrutinized in the longer term, even though additional studies on the material culture of diplomacy are certainly necessary to successfully do so in the end. Researching material cultures fosters globally comparative perspectives in diplomatic history as well as investigating processes of the globalization of diplomatic procedures. In the context of diplomacy, we should look not merely at people who are travelling to other parts of the world, but also at moving artefacts and artefact-related practices, and all the concepts people associated with them, to understand the various dynamics of communication in foreign policy.
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Corals, Brass and Firearms. Material Commodities in Cultural Interactions between Edo and Portuguese in Benin around 1500

Abstract: This article argues that in early contacts between the Portuguese and the Edo of Benin (whose territory lies in today’s Southern Nigeria), objects played a key role in the establishment of intercultural diplomatic relations. From the 1480s onwards, when Portuguese navigators arrived in the Niger Delta, the exchange of gifts assisted both sides in overcoming cultural differences and gaining the other’s trust. These material exchanges included the establishment of long-term trading relationships. The Europeans were mainly interested in purchasing African slaves, and tried to gain the favour of the Oba (the chief monarch in Benin) with prestigious luxury objects such as high-quality textiles, corals and stud horses. Important to the Edo were Portuguese copper and brass imports, which were used for the artistic representation of Benin at the Oba’s court. As bearers of strength and wealth, the Portuguese were portrayed in these characteristic sculptures and reliefs. In the absence of written sources, these artefacts provide a unique Edo perspective at the moment of first contact between Europeans and Sub-Saharan Africans.

In the mid-fifteenth century Portuguese explorers, seeking new trading partners and routes in the hinterland of the Muslim-dominated Maghreb, advanced systematically along the Guinea Coast. The Papal bull “Romanus Pontifex” (1455) privileged the Portuguese crown as the only European power entitled to navigate, trade and missionize in Western African territories. And for a long time the Portuguese maintained the semblance of predominantly military campaigners in Africa, defending their Rome-granted monopoly position against the ambitions of their European rivals. In the face of painful losses of ships and crews, however, these initially belligerent campaigns eventually evolved into more peaceful ones, based on a mainly diplomatic and economic exchange-oriented strategy.
79 In 1482, the Portuguese established Fort São Jorge da Mina (Elmina) in present-day Ghana on the “Gold Coast”. Presumably, some of their ships had previously reached the area bordering the Edo-speaking Bini, whose realm the Portuguese called O Beny, after its inhabitants. Hence the derivation of the name of the historical kingdom of Benin in the Niger Delta, which corresponds to today’s federal state of Edo in Southern Nigeria (Figure 1).
80
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Figure 1: Map of the Edo realm, fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, in: Plankensteiner (ed.), Benin (see fn. 81), 515.

The arrival of Europeans in the fifteenth century coincided with Benin’s rise as a leading regional power, culminating in the former tribal kingdom’s reach across the entire Niger delta region and its long coastal shoreline, which included Lagos.
81 The taking of large numbers of prisoners during the numerous wars waged by the Oba
82 (the chief secular and spiritual monarch in Benin) against his neighbours facilitated a slave trade with the Portuguese. Apart from “human” goods, the Europeans were interested in ivory, timber, textiles and in the so-called Benin pepper (pimenta do rabo) as well.
83 After initial sporadic contacts, Portuguese navigator João Afonso de Aveiro († before 1504) founded in 1485/86 a trading post (feitoria) in the seaport of Ughoton (Gwato), located near the capital Benin City.
84 Both sides immediately realized the importance of their respective counterpart and endeavoured to build close diplomatic and economic relations. This cultural contact led to both the original red collar, made of strings of coral beads (odigba), which covered the Oba’s entire neck, and the scarlet wool cloth (ododo), which to this day remains a symbol of the Oba’s royal and spiritual dignity (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Oba Erediauwa wearing his insignia of corals and red wool, Benin, photo by Joseph Nevadomsky, ca. 1985.

These objects can serve as first hints in an analysis of Luso-African diplomacy and in particular of the role of material goods in the early period of European expansion, which shall be elaborated upon in this article. They underline the high prestige of European goods in Benin society. The imported materials and artefacts could function not only as a kind of bribe or currency but also as non-verbal communication tools or even as objects of cultic veneration. On the other hand, to sever intentionally such an exchange of material goods could cause serious intercultural complications or even significantly cool the relations between both sides.

However, the role of the Portuguese in Benin is a still highly controversial issue, especially due to the lack of sources, so that one may draw only a few general conclusions about the dimension of this first intercultural encounter. Because there are no written sources from that region of African provenance, modern historiography is based mainly on oral traditions, which is evidently a problematic approach. In the case of Benin, local historian Jacob Uwadiae Egharevba combined diverse, long-standing historical traditions with several European sources to complete an extensive historical work that is strongly characterized by twentieth-century political interests.
86 The accounts of Portuguese officials such as Duarte Pacheco Pereira (ca. 1469–1533) and João de Barros (1496–1570), who actually served in Africa for several years, together with the writings of court chronicler Rui de Pina (ca. 1440–1522), are indeed the oldest documents on the Edo realm in the Niger Delta. However, not one of them provides information about internal West African developments.
87 This could be the reason why international research on Benin is predominantly done by art historians or ethnologists and, up to a certain point, in a mainly speculative way. Adopting the methodical approach of material culture studies, which was recently introduced into the field of historical research, enables us to seriously consider for this study the numerous images of Europeans in brass, ivory and timber as visual complements to the written sources. These artefacts demonstrate clearly that the early intercultural encounters were closely followed and carefully observed by Native Africans. Obviously, however, this does not necessarily mean that these reliefs always correspond to a realistic documentation of these contacts. Therefore, one has to bear in mind very carefully the producing context and the function of these artistic expressions within the ancient Edo world.
88 In a certain way, these images express the degree but also the limits of European impact on Benin society.

Material Exchange of Commodities in Luso-Edo Diplomatic Relations

In contrast to older studies, which generally assume a technological superiority of the Portuguese at the beginning of their expansion into Africa, the example of the Guinea Coast emphasizes that their influence as political players on the ground was very restricted.
89 In 1481, King John II (1455–1495) added the title of a “senhor da Guiné” (Lord of Guinea) to his royal intitulatio, but neither in Benin nor on the Gold Coast did the authority of his representatives reach much beyond the local trading post.
90 At the diplomatic level, the Portuguese were at no time able to avoid the complex diplomatic procedure at the Oba’s court. As political actors and missionaries the Portuguese representatives could only advance their interests there to a minor extent, and even as traders they were obliged to meet their Edo business partners on an equal footing.

During their forays into the sub-Saharan territories, the Portuguese found a large number of unknown realms and rulers whose languages and customs they were not acquainted with and whose power they initially could hardly assess. In this intercultural context, gifts as tools of nonverbal communication no doubt figured even more prominently than in Europe.
91 Certainly, the Portuguese had difficulties in deciding who should be honoured how and with which material “dues”. Not only the ruler of Benin and his negotiators but also a number of his court dignitaries had great expectations. The complex multilevel ritual of gift-giving started immediately after the arrival of the Portuguese ships in Ughoton, continued in the greetings of the foreigners by the local officeholders of the port city and those of the capital, and climaxed in the audience at the royal palace. In fact, the Oba often fixed the trading volume in relation to the quantity and value of the presents he and his dignitaries had previously received from his guests.
92 On the other hand, based on the value of these gifts, the Europeans speculated on creating sufficient incentives for potential economic and political rewards.

A few cargo lists of the ships leaving Lisbon for West Africa reveal how the Portuguese tried to satisfy the Oba’s need for representation, predominantly by corals and glass beads from the Mediterranean as well as by fine-woven textiles for ceremonial outfits.
93 In Benin, corals belong to the monarch, who even today wears a red collar of coral strings up to his mouth (odigba), a coral bead crown (ede) and a royal jerkin completely made of this precious material. Sometimes the Oba bestows a few single coral beads upon meritorious officials, which traditionally however have to be given back after their death.
94 The red colour of the Mediterranean coral introduced by the Portuguese fitted into the symbolic court language of the Edo realm, where this colour is traditionally associated with power, blood and the water god Olokun as the aquatic counterpart of the Oba.
95 In 1505 King Manuel I (1469–1526) sent a caparisoned horse with an ornamented saddlecloth made of silk, linen and coral beads as a present to the Oba. Horses were not completely unknown in sub-Saharan Benin, but due to the predations of the common tsetse fly, they were a rare and high-ranking status symbol.
96 Additionally, the royal Portuguese representatives delivered a necklace of Indian beads as well as high quality textiles and clothes, including a marlota short cloak made of orange taffeta and white satin, six linen shirts and one piece of blue Indian silk made in Cambay (Khambhat).
97 A Portuguese cargo list dated 1522 confirms these kinds of customary gift-giving practices at the court of Benin and also listed twenty ounces of corals, four Indian caps and red satin silk.
98 Indeed, the officials of the Oba received European and North African goods like linen and wool fabrics as well as a large amount of coloured hats and caps as presents. The extremely prestigious luxury commodities from India were exclusively reserved for the monarch himself.
99

The continuous exchange with the Europeans enhanced the preferences for exotic luxury goods among the courtiers of Benin. They particularly appreciated materials of long-lasting durability like corals, glass, and especially metals and metal products of all kinds. The largest import products of the Portuguese in West Africa were copper and its alloys, brass and bronze, which occasionally served as presents, but mainly served as a kind of currency. The Europeans imported these raw materials predominantly in the shape of bars or wearable armlets (manilhas), which could be melted down on site and processed further. For example, 13,000 of such metal rings were imported from 1505 to 1507 via the Portuguese trading post at Ughoton.
100 How strongly the Portuguese were identified with these items can be seen in the numerous visual representations of them with manilhas in the courtly art of Benin. Together with the textiles, metal goods constituted more than three-quarters of the Portuguese cargos to Morocco and West Africa.
101

Similar to their role in introducing other luxury commodities into Africa, the Portuguese acted merely as trade intermediaries in this exchange. The tiny West Iberian kingdom did not have sufficient ore reserves of its own, but obtained its copper via the Portuguese factory in Antwerp from important deposits in Tyrol, Upper Hungary (Slovakia) and the Mansfeld territory (Central Germany).
102 In Benin, the Portuguese were not the first copper importers, but via their new shipping routes from Europe they were able to deliver greater quantities of the metal than ever before. From that point on, regular imports enabled the local bronze casters a continuous production that transformed large quantities of ore into full-figured sculptures, busts and rectangular plaques — by using the lost wax process (cire perdue).
103 The ornamented brass plaques were not allowed to be merchandised, serving rather exclusively as decorations for the Oba’s palace, the administrative and political centre of the realm and the most important ritual sanctuary that honoured the ancestors.
104

Under Oba Esigie (ca. 1504–1550), the extraordinarily high esteem in which this non-ferrous metal was held, not unlike the contemporary European fascination for gold and silver, is especially well documented in the local tradition. One of Esigie’s epithets means “the bright, white man of bronze”.
105 Furthermore, tradition claims that he built nearly his whole residence from copper.
106 In the tropical and humid climate of Benin, where even the elite’s houses decayed rapidly – despite intensive care – due to their clay and wood construction, resistant materials like copper and its alloys were of major importance. These metals resisted decay and insect damage and were, as import products, easy to control by the ruling elites and therefore exclusive. Thus, these materials functioned, in the words of ethnologist Stefan Eisenhofer, as “manifestations of timeless orders”.
107 One should not underestimate the effect of these very skilfully casted and highly detailed brass plaques. Even the rough British colonial troops, who captured Benin City in a brutal assault in 1897, seem to have been so impressed by these artworks that they doubted their African origin. During this campaign, the Oba’s royal palace was completely destroyed and its reliefs were sold to several museums and private collectors around the world. As a result, its original arrangement and iconography has not even yet been sufficiently decoded. At least one of the approximately A4-shaped brass plaques shows the palace of Benin City as a centre of power. Moreover, it is described quite accurately in a Dutch book, published in 1668, based on reports of Dutch sailors describing Africa:

The King’s court is square and stands on the right side of the town when you enter the gate [which leads] from Gotton [Ughoton]. It is easily as big as the town of Haarlem and enclosed by a wall of its own, similar to the town wall. It is divided into many fine palaces, houses and rooms for courtiers, and it contains beautiful long square galleries about as big as the exchange at Amsterdam, some bigger than others, resting on wooden pillars, covered from top to bottom with cast copper, on which deeds of war and battle scenes are carved. These are kept very clean.
108

This wing of the palace with its columns jacketed with brass plaques is probably depicted on a relief, preserved in Berlin today (Figure 3).

It shows, arranged one below the other as a picture-in-picture, the characteristic representations of the Portuguese with long hair, helmets and hooked noses.
109 On the top of the building one can even identify the crooked serpent with its head hanging down, which is mentioned in a letter of another traveller to Benin, David van Nyendael (1667–1702), who was in the service of the Dutch West India Company.
110 He further described several carvings on the wooden stringers of the palace, but he had some problems distinguishing between “the merchants, soldiers, hunters and the likes” represented there.
111

Even if all of these complex iconographic programs have by no means yet been decoded, the brass plaques and the wood and ivory carvings originally fixed in the Oba’s palace outline historical topics of the realm and its dynasty. In this context, astonishingly detailed historical illustrations are mingled with a variety of symbolic and religious-animistic motifs. The Edo used some of the courtly artefacts obviously as a form of ritual worship, an aspect which provoked the Portuguese writers Rui de Pina and Duarte Pacheco Pereira to condemn the common “heresies, idolatries and witchcrafts” in the local population.
112 The precious material and the upmarket manufacturing emphasized the importance of the Oba, who represented his unique status with this exclusive interior and exterior residential decoration. To a certain extent, the palace as a part of his self-conception served as a diplomatic setting for receiving envoys of neighbouring African rulers while at the same time underlining the continuity and legitimacy of the ruling dynasty towards their own population.
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Figure 3: The Oba’s palace, brass, Benin, sixteenth / seventeenth century, Ethnologisches Museum – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Inv.-Nr. III C 8377.

The buildings of the residence included several sections and towers and were separated from the rest of the city by a high mud wall. In contrast to the rather well-documented architectonic structure, one can hardly make firm conclusions about how diplomatic audiences proceeded. Basically, even face-to-face contact with this theoretically unrestricted and sacred monarch signified an extraordinary honour in itself.
113 In the belief of the Edo-people, after his enthronement the Oba was, due to his close connections to the gods and ancestors, considered otherworldly. This implied that he did not even feel the urge to eat or sleep and, therefore, the common people were not supposed to watch him partaking in these primary necessities. Thus in Benin the typical welcome and farewell dinner of European diplomacy could, if at all, only take place in the absence of the host. Even at the climax of Portuguese influence at the West African court, the merchant Duarte Pires mentioned as the greatest honour for his Portuguese compatriots the invitation to dine at one table with one of the Oba’s sons. But Pires’s following statement – that they were allowed to move within the palace completely unguarded – sounds dubious.
114 Most of the Portuguese contacts at the court were with high-ranking dignitaries, especially the territorial lords (Uzama) and the hierarchically subdivided palace guilds of the Otus. Both of these groups organized and controlled relations with foreigners, received presents in the name of the Oba and supervised the exchange of commodities with the guests.
115

However, the Oba granted a personal audience to a number of chosen European delegations at his court. Duarte Pires, for example, stressed, certainly not without exaggeration, his personal proximity to the ruler, while at the same time Portuguese clerics were allowed to accompany the monarch on his campaigns.
116 Nevertheless, only a few accounts of English and Dutch merchant delegates who were received in Benin at a later time contain further information about the proceedings at an audience. According to these documents, the European visitors, attended by several royal dignitaries, passed a number of palace rooms and open galleries before reaching a fourth courtyard. There the Oba, surrounded by a circle of his close courtiers and wearing his collar and his coral bead crown, awaited them. The Dutch company representative David van Nyendael remembered vividly the canopy expanded over the head of the monarch and the royal ivory seat, whereas Richard Eden’s account emphasized particularly the respectful distance of all persons to the ruler. According to this Englishman, none of those present dared look directly at the Oba’s face without first having been asked to do so.
117 Still, until the seventeenth century, the official audience language for European guests was Portuguese, which was translated, if necessary. In addition to these language skills, the quality of the offered gifts was a decisive condition for a successful intercultural encounter in Benin. If these did not satisfy the host’s expectations, the mood could turn again just as swiftly, as, in 1539, a missionary delegation of John III had to learn the hard way. The Franciscan friars, in compliance with their monastic vows, arrived there without “temporal advantages”, bringing only “spiritual advantages”.
118 With their heads lowered, they handed over the diplomatic documents of the Portuguese king, but the Oba threw these papers scornfully into a chest and ignored them for the following three months. Without further audiences, the royal representatives were detained with little food and faced humiliations from their guards. Apparently, the West African ruler felt offended not only by the missing gifts, but also by the delegation’s lower rank and status. As a condition for their release he demanded a high-ranking envoy posted at his court, in order to deliver his diplomatic correspondence to the king in Lisbon personally.
119

The voyage of the Franciscans makes clear that Portuguese diplomacy in Benin aimed, in addition to the establishment of commercial relations and the granting of trade concessions, also at the Christianization of the local elites. Therefore, Christian missionaries arrived there immediately after the first European merchants in the mid-1480s.
120 Although none of them were able to understand any of the indigenous West African languages, they persuaded the Oba to delegate some of his confidants to return with them on the Portuguese ships to Lisbon. This kind of strategy had proved to be successful at the Gold Coast before. The head of Benin’s first delegation to Europe was, according to the chroniclers Rui de Pina and Garcia de Resende (1470–1536), a high-level official from Ughoton. This shows the Oba’s appreciation and interest in the foreign monarch in faraway Portugal. The guests were received solemnly at the Portuguese court and honoured with a number of presents. After a couple of years they returned to their home country, educated in the Christian faith and the Portuguese language. Henceforth they acted as mediators between Europeans and Africans in Benin.
121 This way, the local rulers grew up with the Portuguese language, as the Englishman Richard Eden confirmed in his account from about 1553, stating that the Oba mastered “the Portugall tongue, which he had learned as a child.”
122 Furthermore, Duarte Pires in his letter from 1516 reported that several European missionaries in Benin were eagerly teaching some of the local courtiers how to read.
123 Apparently, these foreigners had so much influence that they were allowed to keep the correspondence to the Portuguese king in the Oba’s name. As an example, in 1515 an envoy of the African ruler, whom the Portuguese called Pero Barroso, arrived at the court in Lisbon with a few letters of his principal, but he, obviously unable to write, signed the receipt of his guest presents only with a simple cross.
124 A significant expression of this period of strong European influence is a detail of an ivory carving, today preserved in Berlin, which is traditionally interpreted as depicting the Edo prince Esigie together with one of his white tutors (Figures 4, 5).
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Figure 4: Ivory carving, Benin, eighteenth century, Ethnologisches Museum – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Inv.-Nr. III C 7638.

The ambitious policy of Evangelization was initially inspired by the search for Prester John, a legendary Christian ruler of the East, whom the Portuguese hoped to win over as a strong ally in the hinterland of the Muslim territories. According to the historical work of João de Barros, these speculations were fuelled by local Edo narrations about a spiritual and secular monarch named Ogané, who reigned in the interior of the African continent. Traditionally, the Oba of Benin, after his enthronement, rendered homage to this superior ruler by sending him a number of precious presents. As a symbol of his new dignity he received a headdress and some cross charms in return, which, as a matter of course, attracted the attention of the Portuguese.
126 Nevertheless, their search for the fabulous Prester John remained fruitless and, in contrast to Central African Congo, Portuguese efforts to introduce Christianity in Benin were of little success in the long run.
127 Only a few sources point towards success with projects of Christianization, such as Duarte Pires’ letter, which pointed out that the Oba had ordered the conversion of one of his sons to the Christian faith and the building of a church. But this enthusiastic declaration by the Portuguese liegeman can easily be explained by the intention to inform his king about the considerable progress of the Benin mission.
128 Even though the Nigerian historian Jacob U. Egharevba proposed a precise localization for this church building, there is neither written nor archaeological evidence for it.
129 A conversion to an alien religion would basically have put into question the Oba’s sacral concept of rulership as well as his exceptional authority and the social cohesion of his people. Therefore, the result of the Europeans’ arrival in Benin was not the Christianization of the Edo-people, but the integration of the foreigners into the religious-cultural and pictorial worldview of the Africans.
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Figure 5: The Oba (Esigie?) with one of his white tutors, detail of an ivory carving (Figure 4), Benin, eighteenth century, Ethnologisches Museum – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, drawing by Sibylle Vogel.


The Portuguese through Edo Eyes

Concerning the material culture in the context of Luso-Edo relations, there is another useful and prestigious product of European manufacturing that stands out from luxury commodities and metal imports: namely, firearms. The Portuguese introduced these war instruments, striking mostly psychologically, into Benin at the end of the fifteenth century.
130 At the beginning of the following century, a Papal ban on the sales of these military technologies to non-Christian peoples quickly brought this profit-promising commerce to a standstill.
131 The local casters imitated the European manufacturing of helmets and armour plating, but the production and handling of cannonry required a considerable amount of material as well as specific chemical and mechanical knowledge. Indeed, some African reproductions of Portuguese cannons have been found in Benin, along with Portuguese originals. However, due to their primitive casting, these guns could hardly have been used in combat.
132 Therefore, it is highly doubtful that at that time the Edo were able to produce and operate these newly introduced firearms by themselves. It is much more likely that they continued to import at least some elements, such as the fine mechanical lock or European gunpowder, and hired a number of skilled Portuguese mercenaries for their local wars.
133 As a letter of King Manuel I shows, at least in 1514, in contrast to the newly Christianized ruler of Congo, the Oba had no properly functioning firearms at his disposal. The Portuguese king promised his potential African ally the demanded weapons on the condition that the Oba convert to Christianity, underlining at the same time his will to respect the Papal ban on firearms for non-Christians.
134 This royal letter was preceded by an Edo delegation to Portugal, which connected the missionary question with the request for weapon deliveries.
135 Effectively, in 1517 three padres, among them even one Benin native, set out from the Island of São Tomé to the West-African coast with the intention of converting the Oba to Christianity.
136 Decades later, the Portuguese chronicler and African veteran João de Barros supposed that the reason for this alleged rapprochement was not the pious desire of the Edo ruler but his military emergency situation during the war with the neighbouring Igala people. Barros concluded his observation with the discernment that the Oba remained obviously a chief promoter of idolatry.
137 Ultimately, considering the aforementioned failure of the mission, Manuel I rescinded on delivering firearms to his African ally. Instead, Portuguese mercenaries accompanied some of the Oba’s military campaigns, still attaching importance to being independent from his African warriors.
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Tradition has it that the Portuguese in the Oba’s army carried out the decisive strike against the neighbouring Igala during the Idah War at the battle of the Oregbeni Hills, when they put the hostile Igala to flight with a well-targeted cannon shot.
139 Such Portuguese artillerymen (bombardeiros) were often depicted on indigenous brass reliefs, most of the time with their characteristic linstock, used for firing a loaded cannon (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Portuguese gunner (bombardeiro), brass, Benin, sixteenth / seventeenth century, Museum für Völkerkunde zu Leipzig, Staatliche Ethnographische Sammlungen Sachsen, (Slg. Hans Meyer) Inv. Nr. MAf 34539, in: Plankensteiner (ed.), Benin (see fn. 3), 283 no. 11.

Due to their military strength and their imported commodities, it is hardly surprising that these foreigners found their way into Benin’s traditional forms of artistic representations under Oba Esigie and his successors.
141 Europeans appear on such depictions as decorative elements and background figures as well as central subjects on regalia made of brass, ivory and wood. They catch the viewer’s eye as ritually honoured full-figured sculptures, but more often on masterfully cast reliefs, carvings, bracelets and even occasionally on the clothing of high-ranking dignitaries.
142 The representations of the Europeans with their stereotypically narrow hooked noses, their long hair and their beards can easily be distinguished from the Edo, who were usually shown as being beardless and short-haired. The Portuguese appear mainly as traders or bearers of luxury and wealth, but also in the role of mighty allies hunting leopards. In Benin culture, the leopard was considered a symbol of the Oba, whose epithet can be translated as “human leopard” (Figure 7).

But the most characteristic representation of these foreigners is that of heavily armed and armoured military men. Apparently, due to their arrival from the ocean, bringing corals and cowries (buzeos da Índia), the Portuguese were initially perceived as messengers of the sea and fertility God Olokun.
143 This also explains the number of aquatic motifs such as fish, snakes and crocodiles as well as the characteristic background pattern of quatrefoil river leaves.
144 Similar to the Oba’s residence on land, the underwater palace of his divine counterpart Olokun was, according to the Edo imagination, also splendidly decorated with brass and bronze plaques.
145 Obviously, on all of the preserved images the Portuguese represented strength and wealth, and to be more accurate, the strength and wealth of the Oba. Apparently, their weapons, stud horses and armour- plating fascinated the local bronze casters. As a good example one can mention two similarly heavily armed sculptures of a Portuguese espingardeiro (hand gunner), today preserved in Nigeria and in Dresden, who in addition to his precisely classifiable flintlock gun bears two more handguns, a sword and a linstock (Figure 8).
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Figure 7: Leopard hunt with Portuguese men, brass, Benin, sixteenth / seventeenth century, Ethnologisches Museum – Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Inv.-Nr. III C 27485.
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Figure 8: Portuguese hand gunner (espingardeiro), brass, Benin, sixteenth century, Museum für Völkerkunde Dresden, Staatliche Ethnographische Sammlungen Sachsen, Kat. Nr. 16604.
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Figure 9: Bini-Portuguese saltcellar, ivory, Benin, sixteenth century, Nationalmuseet i København, Etnografisk Samling.

Supposedly the character of all these artworks is not merely historical or documental. These figures rather create a religious ritual connection to the sea God Olokun and functioned as a charm against visible and invisible spirits.
147 The astounding attention to detail confirms the obvious prestige of these weapons and their bearers. Therefore, the flintlock rifles of the hand gunners can be distinguished from a snap-matchlock gun with its characteristic German rifle butt on a Portuguese rider figure on the top of a Bini-Portuguese salt cellar in ivory (Figure 9).
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Conclusion

The early relations between the Portuguese and the Edo realm of Benin at the turn of the fifteenth to the sixteenth century are an example of a mainly peaceful intercultural encounter. Both partners gained from the trade exchange, from which political and military alliances also developed intermittently. Portuguese influence at the West African court around 1500 culminated under Oba Esigie, whose period of rule is still today referred to as the “Golden Age” of Benin. It might be tempting to call the face-to-face contacts between Edo and certain Portuguese on the ground an encounter on equal footing – concerns about “political correctness” might make such a label especially attractive. In reality, already towards the end of the reign of King Manuel, the Crown in Lisbon had lost interest in its West African ally after the unsuccessful campaign for Christianization and integration into a feudal hierarchy. This is proved not only by the extreme scarcity of historical records concerning Benin in the Portuguese archives, but also by the fact that at no time did the Crown, in contrast to Central African Congo, send high-ranking plenipotentiaries to Benin. Whereas the Oba dispatched several of his dignitaries to the Royal Court in Lisbon, the Portuguese king commissioned just a few royal emissaries or indeed merchants to conduct his negotiations in Benin City. After the discovery of the sea route to India in 1498, Portugal’s interest shifted to Morocco, the Indian Ocean and the Far East, where higher profits and more powerful partners nearly completely absorbed the limited resources of the small Iberian Kingdom.
149

At this time, the deepening of the diplomatic relations with Benin had already failed because of different expectations on both sides. On the one hand, the Portuguese hoped in vain to gain a Christian and reliable ally in West Africa; on the other hand, the Oba was disappointed by the limited commitment and the non -delivery of firearms by the Portuguese king. Therefore, the relationship between King Manuel’s successor, John III (1502–1557), and the Oba, whose resistance to the Catholic mission became even stronger, cooled off significantly. This can also be seen on a material level by the aforementioned example of the royal delegation of Franciscan friars who arrived at the Oba’s palace in Benin City without any presents. They therefore were given a cool reception and afterwards were even intentionally humiliated by their guards. The decision of the Portuguese crown not to deliver firearms or prestigious gifts, handed over by high-ranking diplomats, and, in consequence, the Oba’s harsh reaction to this underline not only Lisbon’s decreasing interest in his former African ally but also the substantial mistrust between both courts. But ultimately both parties averted open conflict, not least because the triangular trade with slaves, metals and textiles between Benin, the Portuguese trading posts on the Gold Coast and the islands of São Tomé und Príncipe continued to flourish. However, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, Dutch, English and French merchants claimed an ever-increasing share of the Benin business. Despite a number of internal conflicts, the once so powerful Edo realm in the Niger Delta could maintain its independence against any attempt at European colonization. This lasted until as late as 1897, when it was violently incorporated into the British Empire.

The early encounter with the Portuguese left some remarkable vestiges in the collective cultural memory of the Edo. Objects which assisted both sides in overcoming cultural differences and gaining the trust of each other played a key role in this relationship. In this regard, it has to be considered that the Europeans could not satisfy the Oba and his dignitaries with simply manufactured commodities or everyday objects. Rather, they initially tried to gain his favour with selected and prestigious luxury goods. These included high-quality coloured textiles from Europe, Morocco and India as well as precious corals from the Mediterranean or stud horses, which were extremely rare in sub-Saharan Africa. Obviously, the material exchange of commodities was not limited to business objectives, but also contained the practice of gift-giving to establish stable intercultural relations. From the Edo’s perspective, corals as the Oba’s insignia of power assumed spiritual importance, as did the Portuguese copper and brass imports, which served as raw material for the characteristic sculptures and reliefs at the court. These unique objects were reserved exclusively for the Oba’s palace as architectural ornaments and room decorations. With this special diplomatic setting he distinguished his residence not only from the buildings of the neighbouring African rulers but also from the wooden and mud-walled houses of his own population.

The Oba expected a similar representative effect from the personal attendance of the Portuguese at his court. The Europeans served him as mercenaries with their prestigious firearms and horses, as guards and counsellors. As bearers of strength and wealth, they found their way into Benin’s different forms of artistic representations on reliefs and sculptures with their luxury commodities as well as with their characteristic clothing and weapons. Further, as alleged messengers of the sea god Olokun, whose attributes appear always in the same context, a certain religious-magic virtue was ascribed to them. This way the Europeans were integrated into a culture of complex symbols and narrative compositions, where they functioned as everlasting signs of the Oba’s power. Compared to the first representations of the non-European peoples in European art, these figural objects illustrate that the authority of the ruler is not restricted to his own population. Apparently, the physical and symbolic presence of the Portuguese as the Oba’s powerful allies could impress his African negotiation partners, but at the same time the firm and everlasting materials of their representations underlined the continuity of the ruling dynasty towards his own people. This was how the foreign new arrivals who, at the beginning, with their unfamiliar appearance and their heavily armed ships and warriors, probably constituted a threat, could finally be integrated into the Edo´s worldview. From their perspective, according to Leonhard Harding, even the rapprochement to European lifestyle under the reign of Oba Esigie did not necessarily signify a betrayal of their own tradition but rather an attempt to multiply the ruler’s own magical power with that of the White men.
150 The artistic realization of this intercultural partnership is a visual form of commemoration in exclusive and stable material. It may have affected the people at the court more deeply than an occasional ritual. These representations registered the cultural encounter and in an illiterate society served as the Edo’s visual memory of a kind to deliver their own history, together with religious-animistic narratives, to posterity. The artifacts provide, in the absence of written sources, a unique vision de l’autre from an Edo perspective, at practically the moment of first contact between Europeans and Benin.






Michael Talbot

Gifts of Time: Watches and Clocks in Ottoman-British Diplomacy, 1693–1803

Abstract: Gift-giving was a crucial part of the regulation and practice of relations between European ambassadors and Ottoman state officials in Istanbul. Although largely dominated by textiles, timepieces played a crucial role in gift-giving practices on a number of levels. Taking the example of the British embassy in Istanbul in the eighteenth century and examining the detailed financial records of that institution, this article considers the significance of watches and clocks gifted by the British to different Ottoman officials on different occasions. By considering timepieces as social gifts to build individual relationships, as ceremonial gifts conforming to Ottoman expectations and practices, and as objects used to stimulate commercial interest, this article emphasises the importance of financial records and material objects as sources for reconstructing the practice of diplomacy, and demonstrates the shifting role of time pieces in British-Ottoman relations in the eighteenth century.

The study of diplomatic gifts in the Ottoman context is a small but growing part of the field, illustrating to historians of Ottoman-European interactions just how central gifts were to the performance of diplomatic relationships in Istanbul.
151 In turn, these gifts and their associated practices reveal much about how the rhetoric of Ottoman-European diplomacy was reflected in practice, and provide useful evidence for changing consumption patterns in elite Ottoman society in Istanbul, and for the material links between diplomacy and commerce. Indeed, the materiality of these gifts – predominately textiles, but also a wide range of objects, from books to spectacles to the subject of this paper, watches – can perhaps get lost behind the exceptional beauty of imperial objects on display in museums and catalogues. The importance of thingness in considering historical objects has been the subject of significant discussion in recent years, a significant contribution to which was Bill Brown’s ‘Thing Theory’ published in 2001. Brown argues for making the distinction between an object, which we use to look through to gain wider cultural or historical understandings, and a thing as an item’s physicality, but stressing that only by ‘turning away from the object/thing dialectic’ have historians and others been able to really get to grips with thingness.
152 Strongly linked to thingness is the question of a thing’s agency, developed in a number of respects from the work in sociology and anthropology of Arthur Gell and Bruno Latour – who famously declared that ‘objects too have agency’ – described in a more historicised sense by Ileana Baird as “its capacity to address, comfort, and help humans reassess the conflicting relationship with their past.”
153 Figuring out the links between objects, things, thingness, and agency requires a specific context and specific examples, and in this paper I will attempt to examine watches and clocks given as gifts from the British embassy to officials of the Ottoman court in the eighteenth century as objects of gift-giving, and things within a wider commercial setting.
154 In his examination of gifts in French-Tunisian diplomacy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Christian Windler observed that the choice of gifts given by the French to the beys in Tunis were increasingly “objects suggestive of the capacity of Europeans to dominate nature by technological progress”.
155 Doubtless, this was part of the consideration in choosing timepieces as gifts in the eighteenth century. But by examining these watches from a variety of angles, they appear to play a far more complex role than simply as a mute object in a wider story of increasing European violence, domination, and technological nous, but contain their own stories that in turn illuminate other aspects of British-Ottoman interactions.

Theoretical categories about objects and things found elsewhere in the historiography are beginning to be considered in Ottoman studies, notably in Gülru Necipoğlu’s beautiful consideration of floral patterns and the idea of ornament in the early modern Ottoman aesthetic, which needs to be quoted at length:

Ornament not only negotiated intercultural boundaries but also defined the empire’s territorial borders with a cohesive system of canonical motifs. This new aesthetic canon helped cement the hegemonic collective identity and esprit de corps of the multi-ethnic Ottoman ruling elite, making visible and more legible the augmented magnificence of an increasingly centralised empire extending of three continents. The language of flowers became the language of things, of empire. The functionality, materiality, and ‘thingness’ of objects with decorated surfaces which circulated and were exchanged as gifts, meant that their signification process was largely dependent on their context. Their interaction in specific settings, transactions, ceremonies, and spectacles with the gendered bodies of users and beholders activated diverse responses, informed by the subjectivity of individuals.
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The idea of ornament here is crucial. Ornament was, from the seventeenth century onwards, associated with the ‘Orient’ as a form of otherness.
157 In part, this is due to ornament being somehow separate to the thing as more than mere embellishment, but was a function of understanding the “conceiving and perceiving” of an object and in particular as a definer of beauty.
158 Ornamentation is not, therefore, the same as detail, which is, to use the term of Jasper Cepl, self-referential, in that, in the context of architectural theory, “the detail speaks only from the building, unlike the ornament: it starts there, where the architecture ceases, to speak for itself.”
159 These theoretical understandings have important implications for an analysis of timepieces given by the British to the Ottomans in the eighteenth century. As their aesthetic developed, they conformed more and more to the motifs described by Necipoğlu, enabling these British-made watches and clocks to speak the language of the Ottoman elite, and to participate in the ceremonies and transactions that formed Ottoman conventions of diplomatic (and other forms of) gift-giving.

How does this theory fit in with the raw material of the historical record? The primary basis of this study is the financial accounts of the British embassy in Istanbul, which, between the late sixteenth century and the turn of the nineteenth century, was financed by the Levant Company, a commercial monopoly that oversaw and regulated British trade to the Ottoman realms. This included financing the large number of gifts required to be given in a variety of social and ceremonial settings at the Ottoman court and beyond. Due to disruptions to trade in the middle of the eighteenth century that left the Company struggling financially, the British government began to take greater and greater responsibility for some aspects of embassy expenditure, including some areas of informal gift-giving, but the Company continued to pay for a significant part of gifts given. In the accounts, the entries look something like this:

His Excellency’s Audience with the Grand Vizier, 2 June 1766:

To the Reis Effendi, gold watch, repeating with chain, set with jewels; 550 p.
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On its own, this tells us a number of things about watches as gifts: that a particular Ottoman official received a watch in the summer of 1766 on the occasion of the ambassador’s first audience with the grand vizier; that the watch was made from gold, was a repeating watch, set with unspecified jewels, and came with a chain; and that it cost 550 Ottoman guruş (around £56 at the time), a silver coin often called a piaster (hence the p). Within this short bit of administrative text, we begin to gain some insights into this watch as an object, as a thing, and as a commodity. On its own, however, it can only tell us so much. I hope to show that by considering hundreds of timepieces as a group over a century, narratives such as these show changes and continuities in watches as both objects and things, allowing us to explore the relationship between the materiality of timepieces and their functions in diplomacy practice and beyond.

Timepieces as Social Gifts

The Levant Company’s accounts for the Istanbul embassy for the period between 1693 and 1803 provide varying degrees of comprehensiveness and detail in terms of narrative for each gift, but nonetheless give us a detailed sense of the gifts given to Ottoman officials that would be difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct from anywhere else in either the British or Ottoman archives. The accounts have some gaps, particularly a rather unfortunate lack of records for the crucial mid-century (1745–64), and other gaps in the first half (1717–21, 1725–29), but nonetheless provide crucial insights into the practices of gift-giving from the British to a wide range of Ottoman officials. From the Levant Company accounts I have produced a database of over 10,000 gifts given between 1693 and 1803, among which can be found 457 watches and clocks, comprising 269 silver watches, 111 gold watches, 54 other or undefined watches, and 23 clocks.
161 By examining the data over the eighteenth century, it is possible to discern trends in the gifting of watches that tell us much about changing patterns in Ottoman-British relations, particularly by looking at the kinds of Ottoman officials being gifted them, and the reasons for the gifting.

An analysis of the numbers involving watches shows a key split between the two halves of the century, both in terms of the officials who received gifts and the reasons for giving them. In the first half of the eighteenth century, watches were most commonly given as informal gifts (hibe) that were designed to cement and built friendships, and consequently to achieve particular diplomatic goals with the Ottoman state. According to the accounts ledgers, the most intense period of this sort of relationship building was between 1695 and 1716, a crucial period in British-Ottoman relations in three ways. First, this period was marked by British attempts to (successfully) secure mediation in the peace negotiations between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs, first at Carlowitz in 1699 and then at Passarowitz in 1718. Second, there was an ongoing commercial battle with the French for supremacy in the Ottoman market, where the British had been dominant for a number of decades, but which began to change in favour of the French following their successfully securing new Capitulations in 1673.
162 Thirdly, during the Nine Years’ War (1688–1697) and the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714), the privateering wars between the British and the French in Ottoman waters caused significant tensions with the Ottoman government due to disruption caused to Ottoman trade and the violation of Ottoman ports.
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As a result of this period of commercial and political activity, gifts played a crucial role in gaining the favour and cooperation of Ottoman officials, and it is in this period that watches began to take on an important place in the British gift portfolio. Sometimes watches were ordered to be given to a certain official by the ambassador, and other times the officials themselves would request them as a gift, a long-standing practice that one can find in the letters of the Habsburg ambassador de Busbecq in the sixteenth century.
164 Until the 1720s the most commonly recorded reason for gifting a timepiece was ‘by order of His Excellency’. These watches went to relatively high officials or members of their retinue, including the grand vizier (or, in his absence, the kaymakam, his appointed deputy), senior officials of state, provincial officials, and military commanders, and secretarial officials. A significant number of these were given narratives such as “for his friendship”, “for his assistance”, “for his advice”, and “for his good services”, indicated that these watches were given as tokens of appreciation for help provided by a variety of officials on different sorts of matters of state. Sometimes the narrative simply notes that services have been rendered, such as the reisülküttab (by the end of the seventeenth century akin to a foreign minister) in 1699, the scribe of the chief mektubcu (senior secretary) in 1709, the çavuşbaşı (chief of the imperial ushers) in 1710, and the sandık emini (treasurer) of the customhouse in 1715.
165 Many of these cases were anonymised by the embassy clerks, so that “an effendi” was given a silver watch “for counsel and several good offices” in 1714, and “a person at the court” was given the same “for his good services on several occasions” in 1723.
166 Generally, the more senior officials received the more expensive gold watches, while those lower down received silver pieces.

When a more detailed narrative is given, we can gain important insights into the details of daily diplomatic affairs that would not necessarily appear in any other documentation. For instance, a number of watches were given to officials who acted to free captive or enslaved British sailors, such as the kethüda (agent) of the kapudan paşa (grand admiral) in 1709, “a friend at the Porte” in 1710, and the head of the gatekeepers (kapıcılar kethüdası) of the çavuşbaşı, who helped to free nineteen sailors in 1713.
167 Other officials received watches thanks to their facilitation of daily affairs, such as the reisülküttab who helped to secure berats (diplomas) for the embassy translators in 1703, and to the pasha of Belgrade in 1705 for ensuring the security of British merchants and travellers and enabling the safe passage of diplomatic and commercial correspondence.
168 Disputes over customs rates seem to have been a key occasion of rewarding allies through gifts, such as two cases in 1723 seeing a gold watch given to the former defterdar (finance minister) Mustafa Pasha who provided help in Istanbul, and a silver watch to Mehmet Efendi, the former qadi of Aleppo, who assisted in a major dispute over customs rates in that city.
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As well as rewarding those who helped British interests, watches were used in the first decades of the eighteenth century to gain the favour of new allies. For this reason, the chief scribe in Belgrade received a gold watch in 1708 in the hope that he would help give assistance to British travellers and post travelling that way, the qadi of Aleppo received a silver watch in 1709, and the defterdar a gold watch in 1723 “to bespeak his favour”.
170 Indeed, favour was a crucial element of life at the Ottoman court, as at any royal hub, and gifts of watches were strategically made to curry favour with various favourites. Sometimes this involved playing the political game rather directly, such as a spring clock gifted to the kaymakam Hasan Pasha, a brother-in-law of the sultan and someone who the ambassador William Paget thought “stands fair for the [grand vizerial] seals”; this did not work out, as Amcazade Hüseyin Pasha retained his position, but nonetheless this incident shows the willingness of the British ambassador to use the gift of timepieces to seek favour at the highest level of the Ottoman court.
171 A more common tactic was to target favourites lower down in the Ottoman hierarchy in the hope that they would speak well about the British and their interests at the higher levels, particularly favourites of the grand vizier such as an offical at the customhouse in Galata noted simply as an ağa (military and official honorific) gifted a gold watch in 1724, and the vizier’s kapıcılar kethüdası given the same in 1735.
172 Family members might also be targeted to gain official favour, doubtless the reason for the gifting of a bloodstone watch set with diamonds and rubies to the son of the new grand vizier, Şehla Ahmed Pasha, in 1740.
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In addition to rewarding old allies and gaining new ones, watches were used on the order of the ambassador to placate officials who did not favour British interests, or to avert or rectify incidents that had the potential to damage British interests. A small number of such cases arise in the accounts in the late 1700s: a gold watch to the pasha of Belgrade in 1707 to “prevent his being troublesome” by hindering the passage of British post; and a silver watch in 1708 to the tersane kethüdası (steward of the shipyards), simply described as “a troublesome man”.
174 Two rather more exceptional cases occurred in the 1730s, in which watches were used, alongside other gifts such as money and textiles, to gain a desired outcome. The first example took place in 1732, when a feast on board the British merchant ship The Williams broke with established convention and fired celebratory cannon during the holy month of Ramadan, resulting in the grand vizier, Topal Osman Pasha, censuring the ambassador, the Earl of Kinnoull, and arresting two British merchants in protest.
175 In order to gain support at the Ottoman court against Topal Osman’s actions, Kinnoull spent a significant amount of money – 2,260 Ottoman guruş – gifting watches to senior members of the Ottoman court, with a repeating gold watch set with diamonds and a gold chain given to the yeniçeri ağası (commander of the janissaries) İsmail Pasha, another repeating gold watch set with diamonds to the defter emini (senior record keeper), a plain gold watch to his baş çuhadar (chief valet), as well as a lavish table clock with silver pillars to the reisülküttab, and a gold watch to his kethüda.
176 After these gifts, and some strenuous negotiation resulting in a promise not to let such an incident occur again, Topal Osman’s anger abated and the British merchants were freed. The second preventative example came from two years earlier when, in 1730, the Ottoman government planned to send an ambassador to London carrying the formal letters of the new Sultan Mahmud I (r.1730–1748). Wary of the expense this would entail for both the British government and the Levant Company in terms of extra gifts and entertainments, Kinnoull opposed this proposition “by all proper solicitations at the Porte”.
177 What he did not mention in his formal correspondence was that he had spent 1,380 Ottoman guruş on watches gifted to Ottoman officials, with gold repeating watches given to the kethüda and mektubcu of the grand vizier Silhadar Damad Mehmed Pasha, two engraved (“chased”) gold watches to the reisülküttab and his steward, as well as a silver watch to an unnamed efendi.
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By the time Kinnoull gifted these expensive timepieces in the early 1730s, the dynamic in terms of gift-giving had already changed. The giving of timepieces by the British ambassadors seems to have stimulated an interest in these items among Ottoman officials, and consequently, from the 1710s, the embassy accounts show that an increasing numbers of watches were specifically requested by a variety of individuals, amounting to sixty-five pieces between 1704 and 1741. Of course, this is not to say that this was a new practice, but rather that the numbers seemed to be growing in terms of Levant Company gifts; on the other hand, it could indicate a shift in the Ottoman market from French to British watches. Sometimes these gifts were noted as being requested in return for favours done or services rendered, as with a double gold engraved watch requested by the çavuşbaşı in 1705, and a “fine” clock asked for by the kapudan paşa in 1716.
179 Others were given to rather more difficult officials, such as a striking gold watch given to the kethüda of the grand vizier in 1722, with the narrative noting, “he having demanded the same, and it not being prudent to refuse him, considering the vizier is absolutely governed by him.”
180 The gümrük emini (chief customs official, often referred to as “the customer”) requested a gold watch in 1723, as he was “not […] content with the presents already given him”, which seems to have been another gold watch and some textiles
181 Many of these particular entries are lacking narrative other than the fact that the officials requested the item, but examining the breakdown of the recipients of those gifts indicates a success on the part of the British in generating interest in British watches as gifts among the upper echelons of the Ottoman administration.

Watches given on the ambassador’s orders were the main form of gifting for timepieces in the first half of the eighteenth century, with sixty-nine watches and clocks given to Ottoman officials on that account between 1693 and 1722, with a further sixty-six given between 1723 and 1742. As for timepieces requested by Ottoman officials, thirty-one were requested between 1693 and 1722, and thirty-five between 1723 and 1742. In numerical terms there seems to be little difference, but the big change was in the position of the officials being given or requesting watches. In the period up to 1722, the majority of recipients were provincial officials (the pashas of Belgrade and Aleppo and their officials in the main) along with friends working for British interest at the Ottoman court, and assorted palace and secretarial officials. In other words, watches were given to ensure favour with certain key provincial officials, especially in terms of protecting freedom of movement in the transit city of Belgrade and freedom of trade in the commercial centre of Aleppo, and to ensure the success of British petitions at the Ottoman court by using the influence of anonymous friends and gaining the favour of pivotal scribal and palace figures. This changed, however, from the 1720s with the majority of watches going to the grand vizier and members of his retinue, from his kethüda to his relations, particularly in the periods in office of Damad İbrahim Pasha (1718–30) and Hekimoğlu Ali Pasha (1732–35).

We can look at this data in two ways. First, the role of watches, which had been given largely on an ad hoc basis to gain favour in the provinces and, through unnamed helpers and a variety of high, middle, and lower ranking secretarial and palace officials, at the Ottoman court, began to be concentrated on the grand vizier and his retinue and the senior officials of state. This, perhaps, is evidence of a shift in the workings of the Ottoman court, away from a reliance on favourites and gatekeepers to a more centralised state system vis-à-vis diplomats. This shows a change in the use of watches in diplomacy, and therefore that the watch changed somewhat as an object in these first decades of the eighteenth century. But what about watches as things? Aside from some few exceptional examples, these watches were largely the same throughout in terms of the description in the accounts, whether they were engraved or plain, gold or silver, with chains or without, chiming or silent; no detail is given on whether the watches were painted or not, although the material evidence suggests that painted watches became more popular as the century wore on. Thus, in observing that the watch as an object undergoes a subtle change in use in this period, it is easy to overlook the fact that they remained the same things as objects, but their materiality changed, with gold watches making way for those made of silver. However, their thingness is highlighted only when encountering narratives of broken clocks and watches, when they cease to function in whatever role they play as objects of prestige and enjoyment, transforming briefly into cases, cogs, and wheels.
182 This stresses the relationship between the watches’ objectness and thingness: they receive meaning as objects only by their functioning, and in ceasing to function the maintenance of their thingness becomes central to the maintenance of the wider relationship between the British embassy and the Ottoman court.


Timepieces as Ceremonial Gifts

If the earlier part of the eighteenth century was marked by the giving of watches as social gifts by the British embassy, then the second half of that century saw a distinct move towards more a more formalised and standardised place for watches within gift-giving practices. The two manifestations of this are the inclusion of watches and clocks in the formal set of gifts given to the sultan and grand vizier and a number of their retinue on the first audience of a new ambassador, and the use of watches in the tributary gifts, which I refer to as pişkeş gifts after the Ottoman term that was used in official documents, and in the Imperial Capitulations, to refer to the compulsory gifts given regularly on certain major occasions such as audiences with major officials, and on officials’ appointments to new posts. Certainly one finds exceptional timepieces given on such occasions in earlier periods – such as the famous clock of Thomas Dallam – but by the eighteenth century there were fixed gifts given on these occasions, with watches and clocks only playing a regular part in the embassy’s gifts from middle of the century.
183 One of these occasions of tributary gifts was the annual gifting to Ottoman customs officials to ensure the continuation of favourable customs duties and secure the cooperation of those officials in commercial disputes, discussed in more detail below. Indeed, well over half of the watches and clocks gifted to Ottoman officials in the eighteenth century by the British embassy did not go to the high ministers of state, but to the officials who oversaw the customhouses in Istanbul. This shift is graphically represented in Figure 1, with the first half of the century showing a gradual increase in the value of watches given, hitting a peak in the 1730s and then, following the unfortunate gap in records in the middle of the century, taking more of a cardiac cycle form, with the shape of the value of watches given formed by an annual constant provided by watches gifted to the customhouse, and punctuated by the significant increase in expenditure on a new ambassador’s arrival.
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Figure 1: Value of watches and clocks gifted to Ottoman officials from the British embassy accounts, 1693–1803.
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The gifting of watches and clocks had not been a part of the gifts of a new ambassador on a regular basis throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, although the famous timepiece commonly known as Dallam’s Organ, a musical clock gifted by Elizabeth I in 1600, is perhaps the most well-cited example of a British diplomatic gift at the Ottoman court.
185 Rather, the vast majority of gifts on the new ambassador’s arrival were textiles, specifically cloth and silk kaftans. In 1736, on the arrival of Sir Everard Fawkener, two silver watches were gifted to the kaymakam’s mektubcu and to the teşrifatçı (master of ceremonies), so it is possible that the practice of giving watches for initial audiences began at this point, although it is difficult to tell because of the missing records for the period 1745–1764.
186 The significance of this shift is perhaps a comment on a shifting balance of power reflected in diplomatic ceremonial. The giving of kaftans – a practice that largely continued, although on a far smaller scale – was a longstanding Ottoman practice, one to which all ambassadors had been obliged to conform. The introduction of timepieces marks a distinctly European product performing a central role in a key ceremonial event in a way that had not happened previously on a standardised basis.

These were not the first watches or clocks formally gifted to an Ottoman sultan or his court by the British embassy. Three watches gifted to Sultan Ahmed III (r.1703–1730), described as “striking the hours and quarters”, appear in the embassy accounts in 1712, and doubtless a number of the other timepieces given to other Ottoman officials ended up in their monarch’s collection.
187 From the description of the clocks given as part of the formal ceremonial on the arrival of John Murray in 1766, Sir Robert Ainslie in 1776, Robert Liston in 1793, and the Earl of Elgin in 1803, some impressive timepieces were given.
188 At the audience with the sultan, the sultan himself received an expensive “table clock”, the one in 1794 “with a stand”, and that in 1803 “musical”, and the grand viziers received similar items at their audiences, all noted as “musical table clocks” in the embassy accounts. Although it is difficult to pin-point exactly which specific clocks these might have been – there are a number in the Topkapı Palace collection that would fit the bill – we can get a sense of the aesthetic of these table clocks from the example from the Victoria and Albert Museum’s collection below (Figure 2).
189 This piece, made from painted wood adorned with cut glass and brass mounts by George Prior, is a very good example of the sorts of clocks exported to the Ottoman realms in the later eighteenth century, and, given that Prior was the most notable watchmaker for the Ottoman market in this period, it is evidence of a clear link between commercial interest and gift-giving practices.
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Figure 2: A George Prior musical table clock, c. 1790, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, W:1:1, 2-1971, © Victoria & Albert Museum.

This clock is a good match for the sort of ‘musical clock’ noted as given in 1803. As well as having a “chime” and “not chime” setting, this particular clock has four songs available: “Malbrouck”, perhaps the French song Malbrouck s’en va-t-en guerre; “Samahe”, either a corruption of semah, a form of dance associated with sufis, or of semai, the final movement in a piece of Ottoman classical music; an unspecified “dance”; and another unspecified “song Turk”, which could be a version of an Ottoman song, or an imagined tune.
190 As with the music choices, the design of the clock is a mixture of Ottoman and European taste, although the overall effect is clearly intended to evoke Ottoman architecture with minaret-like structures and a dome, all topped with crescents. It is through an object like this that we can also pause to consider its thingness. As well as the more obvious attempts to be Ottoman, the key is really in the painted wood. This is the floral style, that Ottoman aesthetic currency, that Necipoğlu demonstrated was so central to Ottoman thingness in this period as a “recognisable visual idiom”.
191 Beyond the striking design and musical delight, the pastel background covered with bunches and bouquets of vivid flowers (Figure 3), showing that the fantastical structure of the clock is firmly rooted in the Ottoman floral aesthetic, providing well-considered ornamentation that adds to its currency as an object.
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Figure 3: Detail of floral painting on George Prior musical table clock, c. 1790, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, W:1:1, 2-1971, © Victoria & Albert Museum.

Such elaborate pieces were, however, exceptional. The difference in cost between the clocks for the sultan and the grand vizier are telling, with 280 guruş for the grand vizier’s clocks and 1,150 guruş for those given to the sultan. This was not the most expensive gift given – for instance, in 1794 Selim III received a brocade kaftan worth 1,200 guruş – but was not something to be given on a regular basis. Rather, as with other forms of gift-giving, watches were the most common kind, with gold watches given to the grand vizier and reisülküttab for the first audience with the grand vizier, some of which were very expensive indeed, and a much cheaper silver watch given to the head teşrifatçı at the first audience with the sultan. These timepieces, accompanying the more traditional textile gifts, were on the whole top-end items for the consumption of the most senior figures in the Ottoman government, and a mark not only of British respect through their value and aesthetic, but also a mark of increasing British dominance in foreign commerce in the Ottoman relams, in which timepeices played a small but growing role.

These clocks and watches were high-quality pieces given on an official occasion of state. As noted above, however, the majority of watches given in this later period were to the officials of the Istanbul customhouses, perhaps lower down on the scale of official rank, but of vital importance to the primary purpose of British relations with the Ottomans, trade. The use of watches in cementing relations with these key officials, as with much of what we have seen was an evolutionary process beginning at the end of the seventeenth century. By 1699, the gümrük emini (chief customs official) received a cloth kaftan, sometimes paired with a satin kaftan, on his appointment to the position.
192 Aside from a gold watch in a double gold case given in 1704, this was the standard model of pişkeş to the customhouse until the 1720s.
193 From 1723, however, a new model begins to emerge that saw the narrative in the accounts explain a number of gifts to set officials of the customhouse “for renewing the tariffs”, that is, to ensure the implementation of the extra-capitulatory customs duties applicable on goods imported to and exported from the Ottoman Empire by British merchants. These officials were: the gümrük emini; his mühürdar (seal-keeper); the yazıcı (scribe) of the customhouse; the nazir (overseer) of the customhouse; and an official referred to initially as the “Jew waiter” and more commonly as the “Jew stimador”, the appraiser of goods in the customhouse, whose Ottoman title was arayıcı, and who, as a Jew, apparently also went by the Ladino title of estimador. The primary recipient in terms of value was the gümrük emini, who received between seventy and ninety percent of the value of gifts given for this annual pişkeş, the item breakdown of which can be seen in Figure 4 below.
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Figure 4: Value gifts given to the officials of the Istanbul customhouse by the British embassy, 1723–1803.
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To begin with, only the gümrük emini received gifts on this occasion, specifically a gold watch and the sum of 500 guruş in cash. This puts the watch into a rather different setting than it had been in as a social gift or as a ceremonial gift, serving far more as a commodity than an object to be enjoyed; it was part of a payment, valuable because of its material value as a commodity rather than its wider functionality. From 1730, gifts for renewing the tariffs were extended to include the four other key customs officials noted above, with the mühürdar receiving one or two silver watches annually. The arayıcı sometimes received a silver watch and sometimes lengths of cloth, whilst the yazıcı and the nazir received only textiles. This continued until the early 1740s when the records stop, but when they resume in the 1760s the picture is rather different. Now, the gümrük emini no longer received a gold watch, but cash in lieu, together with a cloth kaftan. The mühürdar continued to receive his silver watches, together with the yazıcı and nazir, who received a silver watch together with fabric lengths. The watches had been transformed into a form of salary supplement, in the gümrük emini’s case in the later period converted into hard cash, but for the others remaining a solid form of silver capital, a guaranteed income from the British almost every year to grease the wheels of trade, promoting commerce and advertising British industry. This is the thingness of the watches almost as a raw commodity, and presents us with a link between the watch as an object and as an item of value, not least in commercial terms.


Aesthetics and Commerce

As has been seen, hundreds of watches and clocks were gifted to Ottoman officials. Although the permanent collection of clocks at the Topkapı Palace museum in Istanbul contains many wonderful examples of the expensive clocks given to the sultans, these are primarily later items, often produced by George Prior. The example in Figure 3 above was carefully crafted to appeal to an elite Ottoman aesthetic, no doubt through some trial and error. However, as most of the clocks and watches gifted did not go to the sultans, but to his officials of various ranks, the collections in British museums and auction houses give us a better insight into the aesthetics of the sorts of timepieces used as regular gifts by the embassy, particularly the gold and silver watches. The accounts of the Levant Company leave some clues as to the composition of the clocks and watches presented, as well as details of their cases.

Most of the adjectives used to describe these various timepieces were mechanical – “repeating”, “striking” – or qualitative – “handsome”, “fine”, “neat” – leaving much to the imagination in terms of design. A number of watches from the early eighteenth century are described as having “studded” cases, although it is not specified what they were studded with. A number came with chains, but very often these were gifted separately. With the majority of the watches were made of either silver or gold, other materials very rarely featured, such as an agate watch set in gold given to the kethüda of the grand vizier in 1732, and a shagreen watch studded with silver requested by the çavuşbaşı in 1733 together with a similar piece given to the baş çuhadar (head valet) of the reisülküttab in 1734.
195 These few items aside, varying qualities of gold and silver were the materials from which most of the watches were fashioned. In the first part of the eighteenth century, the number of gold and silver watches given were almost equal, whereas by the later part of the century, with informal hibe giving largely off the embassy’s accounts and the new importance of watches at arrival ceremonials and for pişkeş at the customhouse, gold watches were used only for the former (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Number of silver and gold watches gifted to Ottoman officials by the British embassy, 1693–1803.
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A significant number of these watches in the 1730s were described as “chased”, meaning engraved, such as a chased gold watch “of the best sort” given to the baş tercüman (head translator) of the Ottoman court given when he delivered news from the grand vizier of an Ottoman victory under Topal Osman Pasha against an Iranian force at Baghdad in 1733.
197 However, a degree of uniformity began to appear from the 1730s, with the arrival on the scene of London watchmakers Markwick and Markham, whose watches became the embassy’s timepieces of choice.

The first recorded use of a Markwick watch as a gift in the Levant Company accounts was on the request for a watch by the mühürdar (seal-keeper) of the grand vizier in 1732, described in the ledgers as “one of the best silver watches of Markwick’s making, with [a] very fine new-fashioned chain”.
198 Only two others are recorded being given in the 1730s, both silver, to the kethüda of the kapudan paşa in 1733 and the yeniçeri ağası in 1738. However, from 1740, Markwick watches became a staple of gift-giving, being the sole make of watches gifted to the customs officials for their annual pişkeş gifts. The reason for Markwick’s success is in the watches’ design. Attempts to make watches suitable for the Ottoman market can be found in the seventeenth century, many of which had gilt cases and dials that featured Arabic numerals (that is, ١, ٢, ٣, as opposed to I, II, III or 1, 2, 3).
199 By the time that Marwick’s watches became the embassy favourite in the middle of the eighteenth century, this was the standard design. This was surely part of the appeal of these items, and of Markwick’s timepieces in particular, in that careful thought went into how to make these items attractive to the Ottoman market. Some of these had intricate dials, with a particular form of decoration known as champlevé picking out the detail on the numerals.
200 More common, however, is the style of a Markwick Markham clockwatch of about 1750–1775 (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: A Markwick Markham clockwatch, c.1750–1775, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, 365 to B-1897, © Victoria & Albert Museum.

Markwick watches, as well as those made by Daniel de St. Leu and George Prior, tended to have a relatively simple face with clear Arabic numerals. The clockwatch above gives a good idea of the sorts of design found on watches in general, and the leather and gilt case on this one provides an indication of some of the studding found on watches. A large number of watches in museum and auction house collections, particularly from the later eighteenth century, both of Markwick Markham and George Prior, are decorated with landscape scenes, with pastoral scenes favoured in the middle of the century, the motif of a ship sailing under a castle by an arched bridge more common going into the nineteenth century, and floral designs throughout, again playing to an accepted Ottoman aesthetic in order to better market the watches and to ensure that they could seamlessly be taken into Ottoman elite culture.
201 One English source noted in 1712 that “Turks […] will buy no watches or clocks which have any figures of live creatures about them”, and so it seems that the British watchmakers learned quickly to avoid such images.
202

If these watches were designed so that they would appeal to the Ottoman market, the question then arises as to whether or not these items were actually used or not. Evidence for a potential answer can again be found in the embassy accounts ledgers, which detail all of the expenditure of the embassy, including a category of ‘petty expenses’, which covered a variety of outlays required in the daily functioning of the embassy. Among these, from the mid-1700s, there begins to appear outlays for the maintenance and repair of watches gifted to Ottoman officials. Initially this appears to have happened on an ad hoc basis, with officials sending to the embassy for repairs as and when needed. For instance, one of the earlier examples, from 1707, provides a cost of 5½ guruş for “mending a watch for Sig[no]r Maurocortado”, that is, for Alexander Mavrocordatos, who was the head translator at the Ottoman Porte and a central figure in Ottoman-European diplomacy at the turn of the eighteenth century.
203 From this point onwards, almost every month contained details of expenditure for fixing Ottoman watches, from minor repairs such as the “mending of a watch of the chousbassi [çavuşbaşı]” costing 4¼ guruş in 1708, to “mending a repeating watch of the pasha of Belgrade with sundry new wheels” that same year for 20⅔ guruş.
204 This demonstrates that this particular form of gift had a definite afterlife, that the act of giving did not resign responsibility for its maintenance and repair. This is perhaps reflective of the importance of the expertise of British watchmakers in Istanbul at this time, but also shows that these watches were being used, monitored, and maintained by their new Ottoman owners. Therefore, when Sir Robert Sutton ordered the gifting of a gold watch to the pasha of Belgrade in 1707, costing 110 guruş, he would have been aware – or at least become aware – that this gift would hold a longer-lasting connection in terms of both expense and responsibility.

The increasing demand for the maintenance of watches and clocks saw a new tactic being developed by the embassy accountants in the 1710s. In part this seems to have been in response to a number of serial watch-breakers, notably the qadi of Galata, who sent watches in for repair three times in 1708 alone.
205 One narrative from 1723 noting the repair for the large sum of 26½ guruş of a watch belonging to the reisülküttab as being necessary due to “it being much abused”.
206 Occasional references can be found as well in the ambassadorial correspondence, when one of Sultan Ahmed III’s favourites asked the ambassador Edward Wortley to fix a number of the sultan’s watches, brought to the ambassador personally by the governor of the district of Galata.
207 As a result, from 1709 onwards, the embassy would pay quarterly bills to a number of British watchmakers in Istanbul who had fixed the watches and clocks of Ottoman officials, with a typical narrative saying that the outlay was for “mending watches for several great Turks for these three months past”. The names of some of these watchmakers are given, with a Mr Terrier and a Mr Bird being the two most common in the 1710s and 1720s. By the height of the giving of watches as social gifts in the 1730s, these quarterly payments for mending the watches of Ottoman officials averaged around 32 guruş with the narrative emphasising that these repairs were for “the grand signior [sultan] and his great officers”.
208

This level of expenditure for quarterly repairs continued into the 1740s, and although this did not amount to much in terms of the overall embassy expenditure, the significance of maintaining watches is crucial. Ottoman estate inventories do list watches, particularly the silver watches that were common in British diplomatic gift-giving, showing that they were important as moveable capital.
209 Indeed, Avner Wishnitzer has convincingly shown that throughout the eighteenth century, clocks and watches became a more conspicuous part of elite Ottoman society, but did not displace the existing time-systems largely administered through religious establishments, even as the system posed by European timepieces became more and more prevalent in official circles.
210 Marlene Kurz has posited that watches were adopted on “religiously neutral grounds”, meaning that they posed no threat to the established muvakkithanes, the timekeeping facilities attached to mosques.
211 There was clearly a place for these watches being used, but it was only with the beginning of the nineteenth century that clock times began to supplant prayer times as the measure of time.
212

British watches gifted to Ottoman officials could serve a useful function, and were certainly used by the officials who received them. It is difficult to trace how watches were used in practice, but the amount of repair work carried out indicates enough attention was being paid to them that they were not simply ornamental.
213 The question of functionality is crucial, as it helps to explain why watches in particular were chosen as gifts. Not only does the breaking of the watches refocus our attention on them as things, but it also allows us to picture these now static items as working, functioning, and interactive objects. More than this, it reminds us that these watches were not just part of a wider gift story, but part of a broader commercial narrative. The growing use of watches as gifts in diplomacy has a clear link to the growing success of British watches in the Ottoman market. By examining the British customs statistics for the eighteenth century, a significant increase in demand can be observed from the late 1710s, at the same time that watches were being established as regular diplomatic gifts at the Ottoman court. The trend of growth was only hampered by the general failure to British commerce in the Levant during major conflicts with the French (Figure 4), during the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–8), the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), and the War of American Independence (1775–83). By the beginning of the 1720s, the average annual value of timepieces imported had increased to £990 compared with £140 two decades before. The economic turmoil caused by numerous conflicts in the middle of the century saw this commodity, as with others, decline, but by the end of the 1760s the market exploded, entering the nineteenth century with annual average imports of £3,000.
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Figure 7: Value of British watches imported to the Ottoman Empire, 1698–1802.
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Of course, a number of factors can account for the growing popularity of British watches, not least changing patterns of consumption within the Ottoman court and wider Ottoman elite society, and the increasing use of watches by state officials towards the century’s end. Nonetheless, there is a significant correlation between the increase in watches given from the late 1710s and the significant increase in imported watches in the same period, indicating that the gifts of watches given to Ottoman officials had at least some role in generating interest among Ottoman officials across the century for British timepieces. The attention paid to fashioning timepieces that were of an appropriate aesthetic for social and ceremonial gift-giving meant that by the final decades of the eighteenth century, British clockmakers like Markwick Markham and George Prior had a tested and accepted set of designs and materials to work with, whilst the use of watches in official gift-giving, notably in the customhouse, pushed watches as a commodity of value.


Conclusions

The story of clocks and watches in British-Ottoman diplomacy in the eighteenth century is one of a number of overlapping and interreferential facets that show a system of diplomatic practice in flux on a number of levels. In the account records, four different stories can be observed to play out by examining the details of the entries and narratives for these timepieces over 110 years. The first is the development of watches and clocks as social gifts to Ottoman officials to secure friendships, reward good services, and avoid disputes from the later seventeenth century, shifting from the 1730s towards a role in annual tributary gift-giving events and the rarer ceremonial accompanying a new ambassador’s arrival. The second is the related shift in the nature of recipients of timepieces, from court favourites, secretarial officials, and provincial administrators up to the 1720s, moving to the higher officers of state and the lower but equally crucial officials of the customhouse. Third, the material nature of the watches changes, from an almost equal mix of gold and silver watches up to the 1740s, with the gold watches almost entirely disappearing when the records resume in the 1760s. Finally, the trends in timepieces being gifted are in some respects mirrored in the commercial records of British watches imported to the Ottoman Empire, with a surge in interest between the 1720s and 1740s, and a dramatic increase in commercial success as watches became a staple import towards the century’s end.

Establishing causal relationships between these different developments is not a particularly straightforward affair. Giving watches as social gifts meant giving them to a wider variety of officials, a large number of whom wanted or were given gold as well as silver watches, leading to a growing interest in watches as a commercial commodity. Similarly, a changing focus on diplomatic gifts saw watches being given to specific officials on specific occasions, notably on the renewal of the customs tariffs, with their commodification meaning that good quality silver watches largely sufficed, and the gifting of watches to customs officials helping to secure British trade and further market British watches, leading to an increase in British watches bought in the Ottoman market. However, there are a number of different elements beyond these simple assertions. Was there a change in aesthetic? We might trace the transition from watches embellished with engravings to those marked by painted cases. We might also use these watches to reflect on a shift from Ottoman power to British power. The changing power relations between Britain and the Ottoman Empire, with the former becoming more aggressive and less inclined to view the latter as an equal partner, and with the latter beginning to change its administrative system to a more centralised and bureaucratic sate than it had been earlier in the century.

The clocks and watches examined here stopped ticking a long time ago. Most are probably lost forever as physical objects. Yet, in the accounts ledgers, they remain as functioning objects, and from this the various narratives of form, function, use, and destination become partially revealed. In his seminal study on ‘The Social Life of Things’, Arjun Appadurai proposed that “even though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things-in-motion that illuminate their human and social context,” and, more than this, that “all efforts at defining commodities are doomed to sterility unless they illuminate commodities in motion.”
215 In this paper I have attempted to show different forms of the motion of these timepieces, from their passage from the British embassy to a variety of Ottoman officials, to the shift from certain kinds of officials and occasions to others and differences in materials over time, to the movement back to the British for broken timepieces, and a broader movement of watches as commodities from Britain to the Ottoman realms. Some elements of these timepieces as things-in-motion are difficult, if not impossible to trace, particularly in being passed from one Ottoman official to another as part of their own gift-giving practices. Nonetheless, by combining financial records with material evidence and wider textual sources, the role of timepieces in British-Ottoman diplomacy in a variety of forms sheds light on otherwise unrecorded diplomatic practices, illustrates the intertwined nature of commercial interest and diplomatic practice, and thus emphasises the importance of objects as sources for the workings of historical diplomacy.





Volker Depkat

Peace Medal Diplomacy in Indian-White Relations in Nineteenth-Century North America

Abstract: This article explores how a material culture approach can add to an understanding of Indian-White diplomacy in nineteenth-century North America. Focusing on the peace medal as a single artifact, the article offers insights into the complex relationships and interactions between the Native Americans and the United States. Peace medals were crucial for how both Indians and the United States negotiated power relationships between 1790 and the early 1870s. Minted by the U.S. government specifically to be given to Native American leaders at treaty-signing ceremonies and diplomatic visits, the medals meant different things to U.S. officials and Indian chiefs. Indians and whites thus negotiated power relationships through an artifact without having a shared understanding of the object and its meanings. Analysis of these different rationales of object-use in intercultural diplomacy reveals a complex mix of symbiosis, entanglement, confrontation and war characterizing Indian-White relationships.

A material culture approach to Indian-White diplomacy in nineteenth-century North America suggests taking objects as the point of departure for the study of the highly complex relationships and interactions between Native Americans and the United States in that period.
216 It forces us to start the analysis with a thick description of the materiality and the “sensory capital” of the objects used in diplomatic pursuits, and then move on to place these objects into their many uses and contexts defining their time-specific functions and meanings. This descriptive contextualization includes tracing the provenance of the materials an object is made of, identifying its makers, markets and users, and finally reconstructing its multiple uses in concrete diplomatic and quotidian pursuits.
217 As such, a material culture approach promises a clearer and deeper understanding of the nature and character of Indian-White relations in North America oscillating between confrontation and symbiosis, separation and entanglement.
218

That the exchange of gifts in many different contexts and for very different reasons was a central feature of Indian-White relations throughout the colonial and early national periods of American history is an established fact.
219 Against this backdrop, the aim of this article is to explore the possibilities offered by a material culture approach to nineteenth-century Indian-White diplomacy by focusing on a single artifact that was crucial for how Indians and the United States negotiated power relationships from the 1790s to the early 1870s: peace medals.
220 By peace medals this article means “those medals specifically minted by the American and other governments for the purpose of distribution to Native American leaders.”
221 These medals were usually given away at treaty signing ceremonies, but some of them honored the visit of a Native American delegation to Washington, D.C. or that of a federal delegation to Indian country.
222

The following article will start out with a thick description of the peace medals in all their materiality, then it will move on to the makers of the object, and it will end with some reflections on the multiple uses and meanings of the peace medals that meant different things to U.S. government officials and Indian chiefs.

In doing that, the article is fully aware that there is no such thing as the North American Indian. There was – and to some degree still is – a stunning diversity of thousands of Indian cultures in North America, and the Native Americans were anything but a homogeneous bloc but rather a highly diverse lot of individual tribes and different groups with factions within. Coping with this diversity, anthropologists have developed the concept of the culture area as an intellectual tool to order and classify the great variety of Indian cultures. Accordingly, a culture area is defined as a “geographical area occupied by a number of peoples whose cultures show a significant degree of similarity with each other and at the same time a significant degree of dissimilarity with the cultures of other such areas.”
223 This means, however, that we have to reckon with different Native American material cultures in Indian-White diplomatic affairs, which forces us to look very closely into the specific uses, meanings, and functions that peace medals had for specific Indian societies and groups in the various regions of North America.

The Materiality of the Object

Taking the materiality of the peace medals as the point of analytical departure means paying respect to what you could call the gravitas of the object itself, the meaning and function of which is never only discursively constructed but – to a considerable extent – lies in the thing itself.

The U.S. began issuing peace medals from its inception, with the first peace medals being struck under George Washington’s administration. In the following decades, these medals were issued for each sitting president well into the last third of the nineteenth century, when the bloody process of Indian removal was pretty much completed.
224 The history of peace medal diplomacy is, therefore, inextricably tied to the United States’ westward expansion.
225 However, the U.S. government did not invent the practice of giving away peace and other medals. Rather, all European colonial powers had distributed medals depicting their monarchs as tokens of peace, friendship and alliance among the Indians since the early beginnings of European settlement in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
226 However, the Native Americans could well relate to the European diplomatic practice of peace medals because they had been exchanging and wearing shell gorgets as pectoral insignia for at least 4.000 years.
227 Shell gorgets identified their wearers as elites within their individual tribal group, and in visualizing Native American cosmologies they endowed their owners with supernatural power in the eyes of the tribal viewer. In the course of Indian-White exchange, as Reilly argues, the European peace medals became the functional equivalent to the Indian shell gorgets.
228

The first peace medals presented to the Indians by the United States in 1789 were large, oval, hand-engraved silver productions of rather crude craftsmanship, measuring 106 x 137 mm (4,4 x 5,7 inches).
229 In the further course of the 1790s, the Washington oval peace medals began to come in three different sizes, large, middle and small.
230 This was probably done because the U.S. government learned that the size of the peace medals mattered to the Indians, as the awardee appeared more important and respected the larger the medal given to him was.
231 In any case, all peace medals issued by the U.S. government for distribution among Indians were made of silver.
232

The medals’ iconography centered on the theme of peace, visualizing a harmonious and balanced relationship between Indians and Whites. Art historian Klaus Lubbers has identified the visual program of the peace medals as an iconography of symmetry suggesting a partnership of equals.
233 However, as the following analysis of the peace medals’ visual grammar will show, the iconography is much more ambivalent insofar as the visualization of the narrative on the United States’ “Westward Expansion” – inseparably tied to the concept of the “Vanishing Indian”
234 –, which was also written into the iconography of the peace medals, actually undermined the idea of a harmonious and balanced relationship between Indians and Whites.

Already the first peace medal (Figure 1) created by the federal government in 1789 established the major visual patterns of the peace medals that would be used time and again in the course of the nineteenth century. On the obverse, the medallion shows two figures in full-length portraits standing erect facing each other on a field that has already come under the plow. An Indian chief with long black hair, who is almost naked and only wearing a cap of four feathers and a long scarf draped around his body to cover his private parts, can be seen on the left side. His right hand has just thrown his tomahawk to the ground; the weapon is still in the process of falling. In his left hand, the Indian chief holds a peace pipe that connects him to the allegorical figure representing the United States to his left. The allegorical figure appears to be androgynous; it could be a man or a woman. The figure is as tall as the Indian chief; it is wearing a feathered helmet, a short-sleeved protective shirt reminiscent of a Roman legionary, a sword and a long skirt reaching all the way to the ground. The allegorical figure representing the United States looks like an ancient Greek or Roman statue. A spear and shield that obviously belonged to it are lying on the ground in front of it. While the scene shows the Indian chief throwing his tomahawk to the ground this very moment, America’s spear and shield are already spread out there, which frees America’s right hand for the offer of the peace pipe to the Indian. It is obviously America that is offering peace to the Indians, not vice versa. The landscape of the scene is rather undefined. All we can say is that the two figures are standing in a field that has come under the plow, as the medallion shows furrows and a part of a plow in the lower right part of the image. On the top of the oval the words “G. Washington, President” are written in a curve overarching the scene below, and at the bottom of the medallion the year 1789 is struck.
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Figure 1: Silver Medal of U.S. Government, United States, 1789. American Numismatic Society 1916.999.197. http://numismatics.org/collection/1916.999.197.

The reverse of this peace medal shows an early variant of the seal of the United States: A bald eagle with outstretched wings and legs supporting a shield with thirteen stripes but no stars. In his left talon, the eagle holds a bundle of 13 arrows, while an olive branch is in its right talon. Over the eagle’s head facing to the viewer’s left there are thirteen stars in a ring of light. At the very top of the oval form, the words “United States of America” are written to form an arch.

Compared to this very first peace medal issued by the federal government in 1789, the so called “Red Jacket Medal” of 1792 contains some very significant changes. Coming in three different sizes, the medal replaces the allegorical figure representing the United States with George Washington wearing his military uniform. The caption underneath the scene showing George Washington and an Indian chief sharing a peace pipe reads “George Washington President 1792”. This representation establishes George Washington and the American presidency as the personification of the United States, and at the same time visually installs the American president as the “Great White Feather” of the Indians (Figure 2).

The Indian chief with whom Washington is exchanging the peace pipe is a little less naked than the one on the medal of 1789. He is wearing moccasins, leggings, and sleeves so that only his torso is naked. The setting of the scene is clearly pastoral. While a tree without foliage representing wilderness is behind the Indian’s back, we can see a farmer plowing behind Washington. The farmer is actually moving from the right side of the image to the left in the direction of the tree representing wilderness. In this right-to-left arrangement, the image represents the westward expansion of the United States that will sooner or later cultivate all of the American wilderness and make the Indians vanish. This agricultural scene thus not only visualizes the self-understanding of the young United States as an agrarian republic; it also divides the composition into ‘savage’ and ‘civilized’ halves.
235 “The peaceful team of oxen moving steadily toward the left, that is, westward, represents the larger half of the symbolic equation, thus implicitly making the greater claim” that white civilization would ultimately prevail over the Indians.
236

Already the iconography of the earliest U.S. peace medals had an imperialist claim inscribed to them suggesting that the Euro-American settler societies would relentlessly move to spread out over the North American continent while the world and culture of the Indians were past their prime, if not already decaying. It is important to note that in the further course of the nineteenth century the composition of the peace medals’ iconography underwent a significant transformation in that “the white subjects advanced inexorably toward the center, physically pushing the Native Americans toward the periphery.”
237
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Figure 2: Red Jacket’s Medal, 1792. Buffalo and Erie County Historical Society. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indian_Peace_Medal_1792_Obverse.jpg.

In all, these early specimens defined the overall iconographic frame for the U.S. peace medals of the nineteenth century, which all typically bore an engraving of the sitting U.S. president on the obverse, either showing him in a full-length portrait facing an Indian chief with whom he shares a peace pipe, or showing him alone as a bust portrait or in profile.
238 On the reverse, characteristically political symbols like the Great Seal of the United States or scenes of the anticipated friendship between the United States government and the various Indian groups are shown.
239 In this context, one image frequently put on the reverse were the words Peace and Friendship joining “two clasped hands and a crossed pipe and tomahawk.”
240

With this visual program, the U.S. government was covering the iconography of the peace medals that the colonial powers Spain, France and Britain had given to the North American Indians since the beginning of the seventeenth century.
241 These European-struck peace medals “typically featured a portrait of the current ruling monarch on the obverse (front) and either the national arms or a peaceful scene or symbol on the reverse (back).”
242 This only shows once more, that the iconography of power and state created in the early American republic did not mark a radical break with European visual traditions, but rather unfolded as a gradual Americanizing transformation of them.
243


The Makers of the Peace Medals

Generally, only very little is known about the manufacture of the American peace medals, and a lot more research still has to be done to deepen our understanding of the process.
244 For America’s economic history it is, however, important to note that the peace medals given to the Indians first by the British colonial authorities and then by the U.S. government were indeed produced by silversmiths in North America. Compared to the French peace medals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which were produced in Europe, the Anglo-American medals were clearly of lesser quality, a fact that Indian chiefs noted with displeasure from early on. When the Indians of the Great Lakes area, who had been allied to the French, changed alliances at the conclusion of the French and Indian War, they demanded peace medals from the British like the ones they had gotten from the French, only to learn that the British could not supply them. As the English colonial authorities struggled to meet Indian demands after 1763, they still had to acknowledge that the French medals were of much better quality that the ones they could present.
245

By the 1790s, this situation had not changed much. The first peace medals issued by the U.S. government were rather crude and of poor workmanship. In those days, the United States still lacked advanced coining technologies, so that silversmiths had to strike the impressions with a sledgehammer in the manner of ancient coiners. Initially, the production of peace medals seems to have been rather decentralized. We know that the George-Washington-engraved oval medals were handmade by at least three different silversmiths.
246 Still, the peace medals were produced in rather large quantities from the start. In 1795/96 alone, the U.S. Quartermaster General sent a total of 93 silver medals in three different sizes to Fort Washington, an outpost on the Western frontier at what today is Cincinnati.
247 Fuld estimates that more than five hundred oval medals were produced during the presidency of George Washington alone.
248 This only shows how popular the peace medals were with the Indians.

In 1792, the U.S. Mint was set up in Philadelphia,
249 and, starting with the Jefferson presidency, the production of peace medals seems to have been centralized with this institution to the effect that the U.S. peace medals became a lot more refined and sophisticated after 1801.
250 At the same time, the U.S. Mint frequently used the same dies to strike or restrike lesser medals in copper or bronze, which could, and to this very day still can, be purchased by numismatic collectors and other interested customers.
251 The creation of the U.S. Mint in Philadelphia only boosted the city’s status as the center of the engraving, printing and coining business in the U.S., equaled only by New York City. Recalling in his memoir his visit to Philadelphia in 1833, Black Hawk, the chief of the Sauk tribe that lived in the Rock River Region in Illinois, spoke of the city as “the big village, where they make medals and money.”
252

However, American engravers and coiners continued to struggle with the technical and aesthetic problems of the coinage process well into the nineteenth century. Furthermore, they obviously were facing European competition throughout. In an undated memorandum, James B. Longacre (1794–1869), who from 1844 until his death served as the fourth Chief Engraver of the United States at the U.S. Mint, reflected on the significance of medals as an expression of the “national character,” as a manifestation of the state of the arts in a country, and as an indicator of the cultural progress in the up and coming American republic. Arguing that the “importance of Medals, more especially those of a national character,” had not been fully recognized by Americans so far, he explained that medals of all sorts were “at once the way-marks of a nation’s history, and its most enduring monuments” and “the most satisfactory evidence of the encouragement given to the arts […] as well as the cultivation of principles of taste and refinement then prevailing.” While Longacre acknowledges that the reasons for the poor appreciation of medals in the U.S. “may perhaps be found in the rapid march of events which has characterized our national progress hitherto: leaving but brief opportunities to dwell upon the points that make up the higher excellencies of the productions of art”, he still thinks that, given “the character and position” the United States had been “called to hold in the company of nations,” that “a higher regard” should be given “to those subjects which must inevitably go to complete our history – to tell to other people, and to other times, the advance we have made in ‘The arts that mould a nation’s soul.’” Stating that America currently had enough “artists of ability competent to undertake as well as execute these works,” Longacre criticizes the U.S. government for having given contracts for the “fabrication of medals commemorative of national achievement” to “persons of no especial qualifications for the work – who have profited by the contract obtained, while the artist employed has been poorly or very indifferently compensated for the labour required.”

Looking back on the “infancy of our nation, or immediately after the revolutionary period,” Longacre acknowledges that “some of the best medallists in France were employed to execute the medals ordered by Congress: there were then no well qualified artists here.” However, he goes on to argue that the “case is different now – and it is derogatory to our character as a nation, that mere manufacturers of bijouterie should receive the contracts for national medals in order to profit by having them made in Europe to the displacement and disparagement of our own artists: yet it is understood that such direction has recently been given to some most important orders in this time.”
253

Longacre was reflecting about the production of medals in general, not about peace medals in particular. However, his memorandum complicates the question of the provenance of the U.S. peace medals. As we cannot take it for granted that all of them were indeed produced in the U.S., we will have to assess every case individually.


The Multiple Uses and Meanings of Peace Medals

The study of peace medals leads us directly into the spaces of diplomatic interaction between Indians and Whites, with each of these spaces having its own material setting, which would be very rewarding to investigate closely in its own right. In addition, the different material cultures of the Native Americans have to be factored into the analysis to assess the specific meanings that peace medals had for specific Indian societies.

Against this backdrop, it is important to note that the following analysis deals with diplomatic encounters between the U.S. government and Indian societies of the Northeastern Woodlands culture area, which includes what is now the northeastern United States and southeastern Canada, stretching from New England and the Mid-Atlantic states to the Ohio valley and the Great Lakes area.
254 The Indians of this large territory were predominantly sedentary farming societies growing maize, squash, and beans, supplementing their diet with hunting, fishing and gathering. The rich natural resources of the woodlands sustained rather large societies living in villages. The arts and crafts were highly developed, as evidenced by the rich variety of sophisticated tools, sacred objects and jewelry like ear rings, bracelets, and chains that the Indians of this area produced.

The Indian societies of the Northeastern Woodlands were rather complex social formations with well-developed hierarchies and different degrees of social status. A plethora of objects worn on the body served as markers of social status. The Indians of this area are particularly famous for adorning their bodies with paint, clothing and accessories to communicate rank, standing and status, which, of course, gives special significance to the peace medals as a material object used in diplomatic encounters.

Generally speaking, diplomatic meetings between the Indians and the U.S. government took place in two very distinct settings, i.e. under the open skies of the Frontier or in Washington, D.C. On the Frontier Indians negotiated with U.S. army officers, Indian agents, or federal delegations.
255 There were, however, also frequent Indian delegations to the capital. In the course of time, these Indian trips to the capital developed a specific itinerary that combined receptions by the President and the Congress of the United States with what could be called Indian sightseeing.
256

Whether they took place on the Frontier or in Washington, D.C., the Indian-White meetings were elaborated and formal ceremonies full of pomp and circumstance.
257 Central elements of these encounters were pageantry, oratory, and the exchange of gifts. Very frequently, the carefully organized ceremonies culminated in the presentation of peace medals to the Indian chiefs. In October 1837, for example, Chief Keokuk of the Sauk tribe and a rival to the already mentioned Black Hawk, led a delegation of Sauk Indians to Washington to settle an open land conflict in the Upper Mississippi Valley with U.S. Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett. These negotiations led to a new land treaty by which the Sauk sold one and a quarter million acres of land to the U.S. government and agreed to relocate to new lands in Iowa. At the close of the treaty signing ceremony Poinsett rose before the large audience and placed silver medals round the necks of all the Indians who had put their signature under the treaty. In return two chiefs presented the Secretary with a pipe of peace.
258

As this example shows, Indian-white diplomatic interaction was to a very large extent structured by material artifacts. The reasons for that were manifold: the dynamics of the diplomatic protocol, the growing Indian dependence on Euro-American goods like hardware, textiles, guns, and also alcohol, but also the contractually fixed annuities of the federal government for the so-called Treaty Indians. There is one reason for the centrality of material artifacts to the diplomatic interaction, however, that is particularly noteworthy in the present context: the high degree of linguistic uncertainty characteristic of Indian-White encounters in North America. Regarding the speeches given, the addresses exchanged, and the actual terms of the treaties made, one could never know whether the interpreters had translated correctly and the other side understood things as they were intended. That is why material artifacts were used to reinforce and confirm the meaning of the linguistic acts with non-linguistic forms of communication. The overall linguistic uncertainty in diplomatic encounters between U.S. officials and Native Americans, writes Timothy Shannon, “placed an additional burden on non-linguistic forms of communication. Ceremonial greetings, gift exchanges, and other forms of physical interaction became all the more significant because they compensated for a lack of clarity and trustworthiness in the spoken word. No linguistic transaction took place without some dramaturgical form of communication – a wampum belt passed, a present given, a toast made – to confirm its meaning.”
259

It is, however, the question whether material artifacts could indeed help to establish a common understanding of what was going on and agreed upon. A critical analysis of the peace medal diplomacy from a material cultural perspective reveals quite clearly that there was no shared understanding as to what these peace medals meant between the U.S. government and Native Americans. Rather, the peace medals held different meanings to those looking at them, and both sides followed their own rationales in their use of these objects.

For the U.S. government, the peace medals were an integral part of its diplomatic efforts to negotiate political, economic, and military alliances with the Indian tribes in the attempt to secure territorial expansion over the North American continent. For Washington, the medals were visualizations of alliances with which the Indians pledged to sell their land to the U.S., support the U.S. militarily or supply economically lucrative raw materials like deer hides, furs, and feathers.
260 As such, the peace medals were important tools in a foreign policy of aggressive westward expansion under the auspices of the “Manifest Destiny” ideology, according to which it was the U.S.’ “manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”
261 With presenting peace medals to the Indian chiefs, the U.S. government actually claimed power over them, expecting them to subordinate themselves and their tribe to the president as their “Great White Father”. Thus, when the aforementioned Secretary of War Joel Poinsett handed over the peace medals to Keokuk and the Sauk chiefs during the ceremony of 1837, he proclaimed: “My red brethren – You have, all of you, received a medal of your great father. When you look upon it you must remember your obligations to the whites, and never make them ashamed of your conduct.”
262 It goes without saying that this imperialist claim subverted the “iconography of symmetry” (K. Lubbers) struck onto the medals themselves.
263

In this context, it is also important to reflect the international contexts of the U.S. peace medal diplomacy. After all, the federal government was not only negotiating its relationship with the Native Indians, it was also making imperial statements vis-á-vis the other European powers holding claims to North American lands, and competing for the Indians as military allies and trading partners as well. In this context, the practice of giving medals to Native American leaders as signs of friendship and loyalty was loaded with “political implications, especially when one European nation succeeded another as territorial claimant and demanded the surrender of old medals.”
264

In his autobiography, Black Hawk recalls the transfer of authority in his tribe’s territory along the Rock River, Illinois, from France to the United States after the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. With the transfer of authority officially being completed on March 10, 1804, Black Hawk describes the first encounter with the Americans, which materialized shortly thereafter in the form of Lieutenant Zebulon M. Pike, who led an exploration to the source of the Mississippi in 1805.
265 Black Hawk recalls:

Some time afterwards, a boat came up the river, with a young American chief, [Lieutenant (afterwards General) Pike,] and a small party of soldiers. […] The boat, at length, arrived at Rock river, and the young chief came on shore with his interpreter – made a speech, and gave us some presents! We, in return, presented him with meat and such provisions as we could spare. We were all well pleased with the speech of the young chief. He gave us good advice; said our American father would treat us well. He presented us an American flag, which was hoisted. He then requested us to pull down our British flags–and give him our British medals – promising to send us others on his return to St. Louis. This we declined, as we wished to have two Fathers! [...] We were fortunate in not giving up our medals – for we learned afterwards, from our traders, that the chiefs high up on the Mississippi, who gave theirs, never received any in exchange for them.
266

In this episode, the imperial competition between the U.S and France for the Indians translates into a struggle for peace medals. In the further course of his expedition up North, Pike also discovered a surprising number of British traders in Minnesota still flying the Union Jack and distributing peace medals to friendly Indians in the area. Pike warned the traders to quit furnishing medals to the Indians and to leave American territory, and he made an effort to collect the coins as he had tried to collect the French peace medals from the Sauk.
267 At the same time, Black Hawk’s statement shows that his tribe tried to steer clear of binding alliances with just one European power as this robbed them of the option to exploit the competition of the great powers for their own interests. His wish to have “two Fathers” can be seen as the Indian version of divide et impera.

The competition between Great Britain and the U.S. for Native American support in the Great Lakes area continued until the War of 1812, ending with the Peace of Ghent in 1815.
268 In this context, it is noteworthy that this struggle was to a very large extent fueled by goods and gifts. In the War of 1812, Black Hawk’s Sauk together with the Pottawatomie, Kickapoo, Ottawa and Winnebago sided with the British only because, as Black Hawk explains in his memoir, the Americans did not keep their promise of supplying goods.
269 This alliance starts with the exchange of a medal and a piece of paper, which Black Hawk, as he notes, “lost in the late war”.
270

Whereas for the U.S. government, peace medals were the symbol of the imperial claim to the Native Americans and their land, the meaning of these artifacts for the Native Americans was highly ambivalent. Many of them looked at the peace medals as emblems visualizing the status and rank of its owner.
271 Linking up with the age-old Indian tradition of wearing large shell gorgets at the throat as emblems of status, the silver peace medals from an Indian point of view became badges of power and trophies of renown.
272 As such, the medals were sometimes buried when the chief died, but mostly they were handed down to the successor.
273

While for the Indians the peace medals also were a symbol of the alliance concluded with the United States, they were not seen as a symbol of subordination, but rather as a symbol of acceptance as equal partners and the esteem in which they were supposedly held by Washington, or to put it in F. Kent Reilly’s words: “For Native Americans the peace medal, in effect, was a visualization of the honor in which the distributing European power held its wearer.”
274 In their view, the peace medal was a material sign of the obligations resulting from the treaty agreement for the Whites, and this was primarily supplies and annuities. Native Americans, therefore, understood the peace medals “to represent a pledge of material trade goods, such as cloth, kettles, beads and ornaments, and ultimately weapons (knives, hatchets, guns, shot, and powder), which the alliance was expected to bring.”
275 In this context, it is crucial to understand that for Indians the peace medals were much more than just a ‘visualization’ of the alliance, subordinate to the written document of the actual treaty. From what we generally know about Indian treaty making, we can safely assume that for them the whole ceremony – the speeches, the treaty document and the gifts given – and not just the written document defined the legal essence of the agreement. This would mean that the peace medals were not just decorations or illustrations, but that they had a legal meaning, too. This is why Black Hawk refused to surrender his French peace medals to Lieutenant Pike in 1805, and this is why the peace medals were frequently handed down to the successors, and some Indian groups are in possession of them to this very day.
276

Yet, within the community of Native Americans, peace medals could also be highly contested. While the medals symbolized power and leadership of a certain chief to his followers, his rivals could see them as visible signs of illegitimate leadership and the abuse of authority that sold out Indian interests to the Whites and gave up tribal sovereignty and cultural independence.
277 The Sauk can serve as a good case in point here.

We have already mentioned Keokuk and his trip to Washington in 1837 to meet with the U.S. Secretary of War Joel R. Poinsett to negotiate a land treaty that would have the Sauk vacate their homeland in the Rock River Valley and have them relocate to Iowa. The great inner tribal rival of Keokuk, who was for accommodation with the U.S. government, was Black Hawk, who waged the famous Black Hawk War in 1832 to push the American settlers back. His memoir, published after the war in 1833, narrates the long struggle of the allied Sauk and Fox tribes to defend their homeland on the Rock River in Illinois against the advance of white settlers, exposing the brutality and unscrupulousness of the U.S. government and the American settlers, who were determined to steal Indian lands and to destroy the Native American way of life. Black Hawk’s narrative makes amply clear that he did not trust the U.S. government, and that he did not believe in the partnership of equals visualized on the peace medals.

Commenting on the transfer of authority from France to the United States in 1804, Black Hawk writes: “This news made myself and my band sad – because we had always heard bad accounts of the Americans from Indians who had lived near them! – and we were sorry to lose our Spanish father, who had always treated us with great friendship.”
278 The “Spanish father” mentioned here was in fact the French territorial lieutenant governor Charles Dehault Delassus, residing in St. Louis.
279 Describing how he broke the news to his village that “that strange people had taken St. Louis,” and that the Sauk should never see their “Spanish father again,” Black Hawk concludes: “This information made all our people sorry!”
280 In the following years he put his hopes in Great Britain, siding with her in the War of 1812 and even hoping for protection from American interlopers. In the run-up to the Black Hawk War of 1832, Black Hawk led a group of Sauk all the way to Fort Malden in Ontario to seek British support in the escalating conflict with the U.S. government.
281 For him, U.S. peace medals and the hallmark phrase “peace and friendship,” represented on some medals by a crossed tomahawk and calumet and two clasped hands, were but signs of U.S.-American dishonesty, and a rhetorical pattern of dispossessing the Indians of their land while at the same time negotiating peace treaties with them.
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Conclusion

The analysis has revealed the centrality of material artifacts to diplomatic interaction between Native Americans and U.S. government officials in nineteenth-century North America, helping to shed some new light on Indian-White diplomacy in transcultural perspective. Following an approach to material culture indebted to Thomas Schlereth and Jules David Prown, the analysis began with a thick description of the peace medals’ materiality, scrutinizing their shape, size, surface, material and iconography, arguing that the thing itself has its own weight before and beyond all practices of meaning making.

The second section looked at the makers and manufacturing processes that produced the peace medals. It took us into the history of the arts and crafts in the young American republic, which were still lagging behind the developments in Europe at the time. Peace medals were both a sign of the technological progress that the U.S. was making in the first half of the nineteenth century and evidence for a continuing backwardness in the realm of aesthetics, cultural refinement, and the fine arts. As American engravers and coiners struggled to reach European standards, they continued to be faced with European competition. In the field of medal diplomacy this constellation translated into a fierce struggle for the better medal to give to the Indians, medals that were at least as good as the ones they knew from the French and the British monarchs but preferably better. In all, this article has shown that a lot more research regarding the history of the technology and manufacturing of peace medals needs to be done to get a fuller understanding of what was going on in Indian-White diplomatic relations at the time.

Concerning the uses and meanings of the object, the third step of the analysis, it has become clear that Indians and Whites each saw something different in the peace medals. From the U.S. government’s point of view, the peace medals, although they communicated the idea of a friendship of equals and a balanced relationship between Indians and Whites, were visualizations of America’s expansionist claims to Indian lands. As such, the peace medals have to be interpreted as instruments of an aggressive policy of westward expansion that tacitly accepted the eventual extinction of the American Indians from the start.

From a Native American point of view, the peace medals were markers of the rank and distinction of their wearers. At the same time, the medals in many respects seemed to be the legal essence of their alliance with the U.S., and as such may have even been more important to them than the written contract signed and sealed with the U.S. government. Yet this also means that the peace medals could have a divisive effect on Indian societies. While the accommodationists among the Indians could see the peace medals as a symbol of their status as supposedly equal partners of the U.S. government, the advocates of an uncompromising stance towards the continuous advancement of the line of Euro-American settlement could see the medals as a manifestation of American hypocrisy, cynicism, greed and quest for domination.

Whichever way you choose to look at it, the analysis of the Indian-White peace medal diplomacy has revealed that both sides were negotiating power relationships through an artifact without having a shared understanding of the object and its meanings. These different rationales and grammars of object usage in intercultural diplomacy reflect the complex mix of symbiosis and entanglements, confrontation and war characterizing Indian-White relationships in nineteenth-century North America.
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Society of the “Economic Miracle” and the Non-European World. Material Culture of State Visits during the Presidency of Theodor Heuss

Abstract: This article focuses on official state visits (1954-1958) between West Germany and non-European countries during the presidency of Theodor Heuss. It shows how, just ten years after the end of the Second World War, West Germany re-entered the international arena and re-established ties with the non-European world. During these state visits, material culture played an important role. Costume and military parades, the exchange of gifts and the awarding of honorary state orders and honorary doctorates helped create a connection between the West-German society of the “economic miracle” and countries in Asia and Africa. Through the exchange of objects between Heuss and other heads of state, the non-European world became more comprehensible and tangible to the West German public. In this context, the media performed a dual function. On the one hand, it reproduced stereotypes about ‘exotic’ countries; on the other hand, it encouraged West Germans to look beyond their narrow horizons and become receptive to foreign cultures.

On the occasion of Liberia’s President William Tubman’s official visit to Bonn in October 1956, Federal President Theodor Heuss, who hosted the event, wrote the following anecdote in a private letter:

If he were of a different colour, Mr. Tubman could apparently also be called Mr. Heuss. On the Petersberg he gave me a medal, placed a sash on my morning coat – the left instead of the right shoulder – and pinned the ‘star’ on the upper pocket. I apparently looked quite handsome. But the Liberian ambassador, who had arrived too late at the ceremony, caught up with me in the corridor of the hotel: The president had draped the ‘wrong’ order around me – the one that was intended for Adenauer. I was so grateful that this business started with something like that straight away.
283

This anecdote, apart from its nonchalant way of dealing with state symbols, points to two relevant aspects. Firstly, to external differences, expressed here by skin colour: black and white. This difference creates distance, puts its mark on the encounter with Tubman and is as it were insurmountable. As Heuss writes at the very beginning of his letter, Tubman, similarities in their behaviour notwithstanding, will never be like him. Secondly, the scene with the handling of the medal makes clear that in spite of this difference, and in spite of their different positions of power in their respective government systems, there were still similarities between the two. Neither Tubman nor Heuss seem to take the duties of state representation too seriously; they have a sense of humour; they can make light of a mistake and in doing so reduce the usually stiff character of such order-bestowing ceremonies. In this way, a process of exchange begins between guest and host, which was supposed to have an inspiring and stimulating effect on both sides.

The focus of this chapter, accordingly, is to examine whether the observations arising from this anecdote may be generalised for official state visits
284 which, as of 1954, brought the young Federal Republic of Germany into contact with countries located at the margins of or indeed beyond Europe. How did one draw nearer to the other country and its head of state? How did one cast oneself, and how did one perceive the other? What importance was given in this context to the material culture of diplomacy – that is, to the objects used in the staging of such state visits: both within and outside the framework of the diplomatic protocol? Or more specifically, what role did things play and how were they used and interpreted? Can we find clues to the different forms of perception that Harriet Rudolph mentions in her chapter in the present volume? On this basis, was it possible to reach a cross-cultural dialogue, despite such distance vis-à-vis the foreigner as this anecdote suggests? How exactly does one familiarize oneself with the other?

By answering these questions, this chapter will focus on the German side of the state visits. For an investigation of the cultural history of diplomacy or of foreign policy representation, the federal presidency is the best case-study, at least for the early history of the Federal Republic. In sharp distinction to the power of the president of the Reich (the Ersatzkaiser or substitute emperor) during the Weimar Republic, the Parliamentary Council of 1949 had reduced the federal president’s competences to largely representative functions. He was no longer to exercise the role of a shaper of policy. Rather, in running the state he now stood as a non-party pouvoir neutre, who served as a representative of domestic and foreign state unity primarily via speeches and symbolic actions.
285 Consequently, political decisions or important treaty signings do not play a major role in visits, which instead are a matter of the Federal Republic’s symbolic representation with regard to the foreign head of state and the state’s respective polity.

As part of the official state ceremonial,
286 the sequence of events for state visits is meticulously prepared in advance by the foreign office’s protocol department in close coordination with the president’s office and that of the protocol department of the respective foreign state. An thoroughly planned and coherent programme ensues, which leaves rather little leeway for its participants. The goal is to communicate to the rest of the world as positive an image as possible of the Federal Republic and of the bilateral relationships with the other country. The image thus communicated was to be so unequivocally positive that it would be relayed as such by the media and accepted by the public. It fell to Theodor Heuss, the first president of the Federal Republic, to develop a specifically West German style of representation – in contrast to the discredited imperial tradition of self-representation. Hence one should enquire how exactly Theodor Heuss fulfilled his role as president during state visits:
287 How did he himself see his role? How did he appear in public? What objects did he use? And how did the West German media interpret his speeches and actions as well as the reactions of his guests?

Although Theodor Heuss was president from 1949 to 1959, all of his state visits occurred between 1954 and 1958. They thus commenced only once it became apparent that the young Federal Republic would soon achieve full sovereignty and thereby be able to make mostly autonomous decisions regarding her foreign relations. However, during the first two state visits to Bonn, which took place prior to the coming into effect of the General Treaty (Deutschlandvertrag) of 5 May 1955, his guests were nonetheless made aware of the republic’s limited sovereignty, since they had to include a visit of the western Allied High Commissioners in their schedules. Between 1954 and 1958, Heuss received seven heads of state in Bonn and made seven trips abroad. Bearing in mind this volume’s intercultural approach, this chapter focuses on contacts to those countries lying at the peripheries of or beyond the Western world and, therefore, concentrates on the visits from the heads of state of Ethiopia (1954), Iran (1955), Indonesia (1956), Liberia (1956) and Turkey (1958), together with Heuss’s own visit to Turkey in 1957 – the only one he ever made to a non-Western country.

This chapter follows a cultural-historical understanding of diplomacy. It asks about interpretations, perceptions, representations, and symbols in the context of state visits. The main goal is to show that a consideration and contextualization of objects and their often diverse perception and interpretation is indispensable for an adequate understanding of state visits. During state visits, material culture appeared in a much broader context than we might think: as an issue of speeches, in historical references, or in objects presented to the heads of state by the audience. Due to their great importance, objects that were used in diplomatic contexts even sometimes provoked debates among West Germany’s public about its political self-understanding.

At this point, a sketch of the historical circumstances of state visits during the 1950s will help to contextualise the particular political and economic conditions of these events. In this context, the Cold War and the “economic miracle” play a decisive role because they influenced which foreign heads of state were invited, as well as the use of objects presented during state visits. Thereafter we will address Heuss’s self-presentation as a member of the educated classes (Bildungsbürger), which provided the state visits during his period in office with its distinctive feature. Whereas material culture already played an important role in the previous parts, the third will concentrate on specific aspects of the material culture of state visits, in particular the clothes worn by the heads of state, elements of the reception with military honours, the awards bestowed by both sides, and finally the state gifts exchanged during state visits. This essay will conclude with a discussion of the resonance of state visits in the West German media. The media discussion was just as important as the sequence of the events themselves, since it not only conveys to the public an image of the encounters and the use of props and participants, but also plays a pivotal role in their interpretation and is a deciding factor in whether the state visit is perceived as a success or a failure.

The Historical Framework: The Cold War and the Economic Miracle

The Cold War – which had started at the latest with the breaking up of the Anti-Hitler Coalition and the beginning of containment policies by the United States towards the Soviet Union – left a decisive mark on the 1950s.
288 The world seemed to be divided into two antagonistic blocs, one of which was dominated by a liberal capitalist-oriented United States, while the other was led by a communist planned economy-oriented Soviet Union. Both superpowers militarily dominated their own sphere of influence and attempted – at times more, at others less successfully – to impose their own social system as well as their political principles on those states in their sphere of power. In this context, diplomacy as an instrument of foreign policy played a key role. The Cold War was fought ideologically as an existential confrontation, since each side accused the other of intending not only to defeat the country but also to annihilate its entire social system. As a result, the thinking and acting of the leading politicians as well as the political public in both East and West were marked by a comprehensive need for security vis-à-vis the other side’s military threat.

For those living in the three western zones of Germany, the Cold War had the positive side effect that shortly after the Second World War had ended, the people of these zones were hardly perceived as an enemy anymore. Rather, they were taken as a new ally of the West, one that was needed in the confrontation with the Soviet Union that was increasingly determining world affairs. In 1948, a monetary union came into being and was followed, in 1949, by the establishment of a West German state. A mere six years later, it had regained almost all of the sovereign rights necessary to be able to pursue an independent foreign policy. Nonetheless, even after 1955, German sovereignty was still curtailed in some respects: for instance, by the strong military presence of Western allies on West German territory or the federal government’s limited access to West Berlin.

From 1948 onwards, apart from political integration, the three western zones received extensive economic support from the United States in the framework of the Marshall Plan, which quickly enabled this destroyed country to be rebuilt. Beginning in 1950, the first “hot” war in the East-West conflict, the Korean War, strengthened demand on the international markets, resulting in a worldwide upward economic trend, the so-called Korea boom: This was the decisive precondition for the ensuing “economic miracle”.
289 Within a few years, production figures, real income and the gross domestic product (GDP) noticeably increased in West Germany. Unemployment also declined, and full employment prevailed by the end of the 1950s. The new prosperity began to spread to ever-larger sections of society. A new West German self-confidence emerged, which in contrast to pre-1945 had less to do with military or political power than with economic productivity and competitiveness.

West Germany had the political constellation of the Cold War to thank for its economic resurgence and return to the international arena. In this respect, the continued existence and strengthening of the Western alliance were key to the republic’s survival. In addition, West Germany, with its enclave West Berlin, and as a divided frontline state of the Cold War, was particularly heavily dependent on the military support of the Western allies and of NATO. President Theodor Heuss, accordingly, took pains during state visits to allow no doubts to emerge regarding the republic’s firm place in the Western camp and at the same time to show his counterpart the attractiveness of the trans-Atlantic alliance.

From the Cold War perspective, therefore, the guests at all official state visits in Bonn came from countries that were strongly aligned to the West and of particular importance. Ethiopia, Iran and Liberia were considered Western outposts in the so-called Third World, and the NATO member state Turkey was regarded, based on its geostrategic location, as particularly threatened by Soviet expansionism, such that one had to “support Turkey as a military asset for the defence of the free world.”
290 Alternatively, they did at least not adhere to the East like Indonesia, which in the framework of the Bandung Conference in 1955, assumed a leadership position in the movement of the so-called non-aligned countries. And although most of the time it was the other side that had initially expressed an interest in a visit – since the head of state was mostly involved in more noteworthy trips within Europe – such initiatives were taken up so quickly by the foreign office that the president’s official invitation soon followed.
291 In the official statements from the German side it was emphasised that only if these countries fully joined the West in respect of politics, economics and the military could security, prosperity, freedom and peace be secured permanently for both sides. Thus Theodor Heuss declared to Turkish President Celal Bayar during the latter’s visit in Bonn in May of 1958:

But whoever hears [the profound chords of world events] and whoever knows something about history, knows that national security and human freedom are not cheap gifts which are handed out by fate, but are rather goods and values, which are only obtained by efforts and which also require sacrifices. Thus Turks just like Germans comprehend the ultimate meaning of the North Atlantic alliance, this greater league of states and nations, which finds its factual and spiritual commonality in safeguarding precisely these goods and values.
292

In this context, the concrete political circumstances of the other side quickly retreated into the background. Whereas the foreign office correctly analysed internally that Ethiopia, Liberia and Indonesia were not western democracies but were governed by authoritarian despots,
293 these matters hardly entered public awareness, because such matters were purposely not addressed in official declarations. And although Heuss was well aware of repressive features in Turkey’s political system,
294 this did not prevent him from visiting Turkey himself and later welcoming its head of state in Bonn. The goal of demonstrating to foreign heads of state the attractiveness of the Western alliance and to stabilise it simply took precedence over that of making the realisation of human rights and democracy – which were central to the self-definition of the trans-Atlantic alliance –actual criteria of political friendship.

A second political objective of state visits arose from the economic miracle. West German industry sought out markets to sell its finished goods and at the same time searched for favourable sources of agricultural goods and raw materials, which had to be imported from abroad in order to cover the rapidly increasing production demands. The foreign office articulated this interest directly with respect to Liberia: “German interests in Liberia are of a more economic than political nature, except for the wish to keep it in the West’s camp.”
295 Consequently, during each state visit, tours of leading German companies took place, in order to show the foreign heads of state and their entourage, consisting largely of government officials, Germany’s economic capacities, its newly erected modern industrial installations and the quality of its manufactured products.
296 Thus the protocol department of the foreign office decided to show Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia the Krupp works in Essen, the Shah of Persia the Daimler-Benz factories in Sindelfingen, Liberian President Tubman the Bayer factory in Leverkusen, and Indonesian President Sukarno the factories of Krupp, Daimler-Benz, Demag in Duisburg and Höchst in Frankfurt. The President of Turkey, Celal Bayar, who in addition to Demag also visited Mannesmann in Duisburg and BASF in Ludwigshafen, even received a specimen of West Germany’s cutting-edge technology in the shape of an electronic microscope, which he could select himself during his visit and pick up one year later as an official gift from the government.
297 Activities of this kind were naturally intended to demonstrate that, in the inner-German competition with the East, the West was leading, since such a show of German industrial achievement would have been impossible in East Germany.

Heuss, in order to comply with his constitutional mandate to maintain a low profile on day-to-day political issues, deliberately kept himself out of discussions on economic questions during state visits, leaving these to the chancellor and foreign minister. In his address during a dinner for the Persian shah, however, he once – as an aside, as it were – directly addressed economic relationships and thus implicitly underlined their crucial importance: “Those who are friends of statistics can ascertain with satisfaction from the rows of digits that German-Iranian economic relations have developed favourably and that they will continue to do so. But this is of no concern to us tonight.”
298

Still, the political interests that arose from the Cold War and from the economic miracle were only one side of the coin. The East-West conflict and the economic attractiveness of the Federal Republic created at the same time a space for reflection, for possible communication – despite all of the political, ideological, economic and cultural differences – between both sides. Both created a limited but partially also concurring interpretative framework between guest and host, in which the world and the respective situation of both countries acquired a meaning that was comprehensible to the other side, as different and incomparable as they actually were. All foreign heads of state thus underscored supposedly common values in their addresses, such as freedom and security, and expressed their special understanding and solidarity vis-à-vis the difficult situation of the republic and of West Berlin in the face of Germany’s divison.
299 The German side received both points particularly positively, even if the smallest of nuances in the formulations were scrupulously noted.
300


The Bildungsbürger as President

As president, Theodor Heuss embodied what in his view was to become the basis of the new state and what thus complemented a self-definition of West Germans vis-à-vis the outside world that was primarily oriented towards the economic miracle: classical education and culture.
301 This can be seen already in his biography. Heuss’s origins marked him as a member of the educated bourgeoisie. After completing wide ranging studies with a doctorate in economics, he subsequently worked as a journalist and as a member of parliament as well as a teacher (Dozent) at the private German Academy for Politics (Deutsche Hochschule für Politik). Already as a youth he had been an adherent of Friedrich Naumann, a left-wing Liberal politician and representative of “cultural Protestantism” (Kulturprotestantismus). The National Socialist takeover forced Heuss to restrict himself entirely to journalism. After the Second World War, these particular experiences – along with an honorary professorship at the Technical University of Stuttgart – allowed him to become one of the most influential politicians of the post-war period. After his election to the presidency, he ostentatiously cultivated a bourgeois image, walking about in a suit with a hat and cane, and smoking a cigar. Often he could be seen with a glass of Württemberg red wine in hand, demonstrating his local roots and at the same time distinguishing himself from the beer-drinking majority of men in post-war Germany. Additionally, there was his particular skill in making speeches. With talks that always gave the impression of an erudite, powerful, humorous speaker, demonstrably interested in substance and at times also didactics, Heuss sought to provide tradition and orientation to his people, who had been made insecure by two lost world wars and the challenges of the postwar period.

This image was the basis for Heuss’s self-fashioning during the state visits. He presented himself to the public as a member of the educated class. The sources show that he was well aware that he played a specific role as a “state actor” during the state visits and that there sometimes was no evident congruence between his self-representation and his inner attitude.
302 His specific Bildungsbürger deportment appeared first in the particular way he conveyed history in his addresses. Heuss presented a concept of history that entirely corresponded to historicism. From this angle, all political, social and economic circumstances were historically conditioned and, in this context, historical development, which pointed towards inexorable progress, takes place continually and organically without any abrupt breaks. Likewise, bilateral relationships between Germany and the foreign countries, about which Heuss was very well informed, from his viewpoint were the result of longstanding and continual processes of exchange, whereas National Socialism and the Second World War represented merely disastrous episodes, which could do but little harm in the long run to friendship and partnership with other states. As Heuss, for example, conveyed to the Ethiopian emperor, one had only to reconnect with these constructed traditions in the present - although in this case, it was with a clearly exculpating tenor, in view of Germany’s historical responsibility: “It is at the same time a pleasure and an honour that in your travel plans you made it possible to visit this country, and thus to clearly underline our common desire to renew and strengthen a relationship between both states and peoples – which, though it was disturbed for a short time through no fault of their own, was never fundamentally jeopardised.”
303

Heuss did not leave it at such generic historical references. Rather, he often made his personal history the subject of his addresses and in doing so located himself directly in historical events. He illustrated to the public his liberal-historicist concept of history, by stressing history’s apparently linear course with examples from his own life. His person thus stood for the continuum of time. Hence, during his travels to Turkey in 1957, Heuss mentioned that forty years previously he had become personally involved with German architects in the context of a competition in which he published twelve of the received designs. The subject of this competition had been the construction of a monumental “House of Friendship” in Constantinople as an element of the cultural diplomacy of the Kaiserreich. Its aim had been to increase, as a material testimony of the German-Turkish alliance in the First World War and at the same time as an educational institution, the cultural exchange between both nations or convey to Turkey the “greatness of German education.” In view of this project never actually being realised due to defeat of the Central Powers, Heuss declared: “On the concrete level of this wonderful project, time has faded away; but its echo has remained in our soul. Friendship requires the free interplay of feelings [...].”
304 Heuss was therefore himself a living example of that longstanding cultural exchange between nations.

Secondly, Heuss also cast himself as a Bildungsbürger in state visits abroad, in that he frequently referred to himself as a learner and behaved accordingly. He conveyed the impression that he wished to broaden his horizon with new experiences from a world that was foreign to him. Consequently, he recalled for example his own journey to Turkey in his address at a dinner with President Bayar of Turkey. Then he had the pleasure to “linger in Ankara, deeply impressed by this magnificent urban landscape surrounded by the austere gravity of the Anatolian high plains [...].”
305 According to Heuss’s self-image, he attempted to include as many tours as possible in the official agenda of his visit in Turkey, in order to gain a personal impression of the country. He visited – particularly all in Istanbul – numerous museums and mosques, including the Hagia Sophia (Figure 1), the Sultan Ahmet Mosque, the Süleymaniye Mosque, the Archaeological Museum and the Kariye Museum (Chora Church). The visit’s highlight was a day trip in a government yacht along the east coast of the Marmara Sea, ending up at the city and former Sultan’s residence of Bursa, which impressed Heuss as particularly “Turkish”.
306 This item on the programme was suggested by the embassy in Ankara, which had hoped that the president would be able to recuperate after the long cruise.
307 Yet the president of Turkey and his foreign minister accompanied him during this outing. The sightseeing was extensively reported in words and images in the media, so that German Bildungsbürger at home could precisely follow in newspapers or television their president’s journeys and cultural interests.
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Figure 1: Theodor Heuss visiting the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul 1957; © ullsteinbild.

This image of a Bildungsbürger seriously interested in foreign countries was strengthened, thirdly, by the fact that during his travels, Heuss made drawings in public and for instance thus captured sights he deemed important. For example, he drew a sketch in the third courtyard of Topkapı Saray that shows a view of the Arz odasi (Imperial Reception Hall) and the Sultan Ahmed III Library (Figure 2). Another one of the Ottoman fortress Rumeli Hisari in Istanbul also resulted from the travel to Turkey. The president with a sketchpad, pencil, fold-up chair, hat and cigar, sitting in front of a foreign cultural monument, surrounded most of the time by curious local onlookers, is a typical image, which was widely disseminated in West German media. It pointed to the president as an artistic amateur and private man, who withdrew from the official obligations of state visits in order to devote himself to his hobby as a painter. And yet one can see that drawing itself is a form of familiarizing oneself with foreign cultures. Subsequent to his travels, several of Heuss’s sketches were even printed in newspapers.
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Figure 2: A view of the Arz Odası (Imperial Reception Hall) and the Sultan Ahmed III Library, drawing by Theodor Heuss; © Familienarchiv Heuss Basel (facsimile).

Fourthly, in connection with Heuss’s bearing as Bildungsbürger, his public restraint and modesty should be mentioned. Heuss wanted by all means to avoid a pompous and arrogant style. Instead, the “stance of restraint” or better, the “staged modesty” – which according to Johannes Paulmann represented a specific trait of West Germany’s foreign representation in the post-war era
310 – is most vividly confirmed in the context of the state visits. When Heuss appeared at official events, the protocol was based on the most reliable standards, down to the smallest details, in order to make absolutely no mistake and, as inconspicuously as possible, to show familiarity with the usages and practices of the international arena. Moreover, in cases of doubt, it submitted to the proposals by the other side, such as when in Turkey there were particularly many events with military elements, which on principle contradicted Heuss’s own self-image. But out of a feeling of insecurity and lack of experience, it was deemed essential at all costs to avoid attracting any negative attention.

In November 1954, the protocol departments of the foreign office and of the office of the president made particular efforts during their preparations for the first state visit to Bonn of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie I. Exact procedural and floor plans were designed to ensure that nothing would go wrong.
311 The president was also repeatedly reminded that Haile Selassie “attached great importance to his complete title; thus he wished to be addressed exclusively as ‘Your Imperial Majesty’.”
312 Since there was not yet a Federal German tradition for state visits, deliberate attention was paid to the Negus’s prior travels to other countries, as seen, for example, in the official invitation: “Since the emperor of Ethiopia has received from other countries a written invitation by the head of state, the foreign office proposes a formal invitation by the president.”
313

Above all it was the state visits abroad of Italian President Giovanni Gronchi that served as a template for Heuss’s visits. Thus the foreign office and the president’s office, in deciding on whom to bestow orders during the state visit in Turkey, were guided by the number of persons who shortly before this Turkish visit had been honoured by Gronchi, since “the Italians take care to being especially circumspect and clever in these matters.”
314 In addition, the foreign political situation of both countries was comparable: As former aggressors of the Second World War, they both wished to return to the international arena on an equal footing as partners with the other states. To this end both had to highlight to the community of states in a special way their peaceful nature and willingness to negotiate.

Regarding visits to Bonn by foreign heads of state, Heuss repeatedly requested keeping expenditures within limits. In doing so, he revived a theme commonly found in the Enlightenment critique of ceremonial which, however, was often subsequently disregarded in practice, particularly during the period of the German empire. That is, in spite of the competition between the western European countries in this field, the “visits were to be carried out here in a dignified manner, yet without an exaggerated presentation and without too much expense.”
315 Therefore, at gala banquets in Bonn, fairly modest and mediocre wines were served, for example Lemberger from Heuss’s native Wurttemberg.
316 Since during the first state visit the government did not yet have at its disposal adequate amenities to honour the Ethiopian emperor, the German Schlafwagen und Speisewagen GmbH (Sleeping Car and Dining Car Ltd.) loaned it its silver cutlery.
317 After complaints emerged following the visit of the Iranian Shah – regarding an indulgence in exaggerated sumptuousness – which recalled “the exterior splendour of the Empire”, Heuss declared that state visits at least in his house were to be kept to a very simple level. According to him, “we in the Federal Republic are still the most modest.”
318 Still, this air of modesty has to be viewed with some caution. In non-European comparisons, this assessment is clearly inaccurate, for the contrast between the luxury of the diplomatic gala banquets, with their numerous courses and the then still rather low living standards of the population – with respect for example to housing conditions and food – was naturally conspicuous.

In his appearance and in his public reserve and staged modesty, Heuss thus embodied as the head of state primarily the ideal of a peace-loving, cosmopolitan and civilised Bildungsbürger. He met in this way a widespread need in the West German society – in face of a general disorientation and fixation on material values – to create an identity that reverted to still existing national traditions at a demonstrative distance from National Socialism. At the same time, other stereotypes derived from German tradition were reflected in his appearances and his public representation: for instance, that of the apolitical Biedermann (petty bourgeois), of the aesthete and the merry amateur. Heuss, in any case, in casting himself as a Bildungsbürger, built a bridge to the other foreign head of state, by exploring the other’s world as actively as possible in the given circumstances, and thus transferring it a little bit into his own world.


Elements of Material Culture: Clothes, Military, Awards and Official State Gifts

By taking a closer look at the material culture presented during state visits, in the sense of objects and practices connected with them that emerge in diplomatic relations and that are of particular importance in this context,
319 we find that, to West German observers, a mixture of handed down, familiar elements on the one hand and seemingly foreign, exotic elements on the other developed.
320 Most appealing about the state visits was that a connection with one’s own world was made with countries that had been perceived culturally as very foreign; hence they now became partially tangible and comprehensible.

The clothes of state guests were perceived predominantly as exotic. The Shah of Persia, the Negus of Ethiopia and the President of Indonesia at least in part were dressed in the lavishly designed military uniforms of their respective countries – in contrast to the Turkish and Liberian presidents, who because of the official orientation of their countries towards the Western model and because they were presided over wore republics exclusively civil clothes that conformed to western standards. Emperor Haile Selassie I caused the biggest sensation by arriving at the Bonn railway station wearing a lavishly decorated military uniform adorned with medals and a sword (Figure 3). Additionally, he wore a two-cornered hat made from the hair of the Ethiopian heraldic animal, the black lion. The German side joined in this imperial self-staging by stretching a canopy above the red carpet at the arrival area of the railway station, which in Europe during the High Middle Ages had been used to honour the most august spiritual and worldly dignitaries. Additionally, pointing to pre-modern rituals of reception, non-native, exotic animals were placed along the stretch leading up to Petersberg. Thus the fifteen Mercedes 300 limousines that had been made available for the Negus’s procession drove past two elephants, three camels and a few ponies, which the Hagenbeck circus company had placed by the roadside. For the gala performance of “The Marriage of Figaro” in the Godesberg Theatre, an throne-like chair was brought in especially for the distinguished guest of state and an expensive Ethiopian tapestry hung from the wall of the makeshift “royal” box.
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Figure 3: Haile Selassie I after his arrival at the Bonn railway station 1954; Foto: Archiv/Engels (http://www.general-anzeiger-bonn.de/bonn/stadt-bonn/Großer-Staatsempfang-für-Kaiservon-Äthiopien-article1498636.html).

A counterpoint to this ostentatious exoticism was Empress Soraya, wife of the Persian Shah, whose stay in Germany created an unprecedented wave of hysteria. In the words of the popular illustrated news magazine “Quick”, she embodied that East and West extended their hands to each other,
322 since her mother was from Berlin and she had grown up in Germany. Thus her garments, made by Western couturiers, were described as modern and elegant, and her jewellery as “magnificent” (Figure 4) Moreover, her expensive purchases in department stores were described in great detail. Therefore, even the quality papers declared: “Soraya continues to dress in a European style. Her suits and evening gowns are, as always, clearly influenced by Paris.”
323 It was the clichéd image of a modern, independent and consumerist woman, as distinguished from the traditional and exotic ways of her country, that was repeatedly pointed out in the media.
324

When the expected pomp and exoticism during the Liberian president’s visit failed to materialise, the press reacted almost disappointedly. Given cordoning off large parts of Bonn, the “Süddeutsche Zeitung” quoted a tram conductor: “Surely a king is visiting again.” This hope was betrayed, however: “[The Liberian guests] did not at all appear in exotic splendour, as the residents of Bonn might have expected; on the contrary, they were dressed like Europeans. President Tubman [...] wore a morning coat and his wife wore a brown mink coat.”
325 Just as in the earlier epochs, the pomp and exoticism of foreign rulers provided a particular entertainment value for the people, and the media deliberately catered to this interest in order to increase their circulation.

President Heuss tried to set himself apart from both exoticism and deliberate modernity in that he always dressed as a civilian in the German bourgeois tradition. As the head of state of a republic and having no military rank, he never wore a military uniform during state visits, as distinct from the militaristic appearances of earlier German heads of state. Rather, depending on the occasion, he would wear tails or a morning coat with a top hat, or a dark lounge suit with a normal hat: that is, typical pieces of clothing for official occasions at those times. How much Heuss’s civilian style was perceived as distinct from that of the military ceremonial of other heads of state can be seen particularly well in the example of the German-Turkish encounters. When Heuss visited Ankara and Istanbul, soldiers were almost always present. They appeared on drives time and again as guards of honour. Several times the national anthems were played, and repeatedly Heuss had to inspect several guard-of-honour companies in order to pay homage to the military’s special position in Turkey. Heuss also laid a wreath at the German War Cemetery in Istanbul’s Tarabya district in order to honour the German soldiers killed in both world wars.
326 At that time, Wehrmacht soldiers killed in action were still primarily considered victims of National Socialism, so that such ceremonies, which also took place during Heuss’s other state visits, appeared necessary from a national point of view.
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Figure 4: Empress Soraya, Theodor Heuss and the Shah at the Gala State banquet in the Redoute, Bad Godesberg, 1955; © ullsteinbild.

A strong military character was exhibited also in the protocol of the return visit in Bonn, since the German side wanted to fulfil the expectations of the Turkish President and at the same time to foreground the still young Bundeswehr and thus the rights of sovereignty that had only recently been regained. Following the proposal by the Turkish side, the state guest’s airplane was accompanied for the first time by a fighter squadron. Apart from the typical presentation of a military guard of honour at the airport, an additional 2,500 Bundeswehr soldiers were ordered to Bonn in order to stand as guards of honour along roads in Bonn and the approach to Petersberg. Another guard of honour stood in front of the Grand Hotel, which was the Republic’s official guest residence in Petersberg, and for the first time a gala reception in the Brühl Palace was concluded with a military tattoo. Interestingly, the president was held at a deliberate distance in the media from this militaristic performance. When for instance the news magazine “Der Spiegel” expressed criticism of the “martial aura” of this state visit, it explicitly exempted from criticism the civilian Heuss, who had appeared at the airport in “morning coat and top hat”.
327

Whereas the forms of the material culture of diplomacy that have so far been discussed have above all clarified differences between guest and host, conferred orders
328 – initially a European tradition of honouring persons, but then taken up in other regions of the world – created connections. During a state visit, Heuss conferred on foreign heads of state and their wives the highest grade of the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany (Bundesverdienstkreuz) – that is, the special grade of the Grand Cross (Großkreuz) with a shoulder sash – as long as they had not received it previously at another occasion. Heuss received in return the highest national order of foreign states, as foreseen only for heads of state.
329 Orders of lesser rank were also bestowed on other important persons of the foreign delegation or guest country who had rendered outstanding services during the state visit. During the subsequent gala state banquet, the orders that had been bestowed along with the orders of one’s own country were visibly worn (Figure 4). Both heads of state thus often wore the exact same orders – i.e., the one that had just been bestowed by the foreign country and the highest order of one’s own country, which by virtue of their office they had at their disposal. Naturally, this was meant to express mutual esteem, but by wearing orders at the same time, it also signified a symbolic convergence of both heads of state, which was supposed to bridge cultural divides as well.

In contrast to the orders, gifts
330 were meant to have a more private character, which is why the media hardly ever reported on them. With the abovementioned electronic microscope, a historical terrestrial and celestial globe for the Turkish President and a tea service from the eighteenth century for his wife, Heuss wanted to express his appreciation for the obliging attention he received during his stay in Turkey.
331 By contrast, the state guests in Bonn received mostly only a porcelain service: in the case of Sukarno, one with engraved Indonesian coats of arms. A present of porcelain – similar to the globe for Bayar – took up the practice of early modern diplomatic gift giving.
332 Since then, porcelain has symbolised prosperity, luxury, cosmopolitanism and political and economic prestige as well as, as a diplomatic gift, expressing a special appreciation of the recipient. Additionally, it contained a whiff of exoticism, because it originally came from China. During the 18th century, European porcelain manufacturers tried to imitate the original Chinese formula as exactly as possible.
333 Therefore, when Heuss gave porcelain to the heads of state of Turkey, Iran, and Indonesia, a European observer could argue that East and West also joined hands symbolically. By comparison, the guests’s gifts to Heuss appeared far more generous. Heuss, as the highest representative of the state, mostly received valuable objects of craftsmanship: such as, from the Ethiopian emperor, a replica of the statue of liberty of Addis Ababa made of gold and ivory; or from the Liberian President, a cane made of ivory as well as a leopard’s tooth set in gold with a golden chain and jewellery box. The Persian Shah actually gave the city of Hamburg two tigers for the local zoo, honouring less the mayor than the people of Hamburg.
334 All these gifts correspond to the tradition of diplomatic gifts since the Middle Ages and demonstrate the giver’s motivation to impress the recipient by the artisanship and uniqueness of the foreign country. In this context, the asymmetry of the gifts and the presents given in return express a particularly high regard on the part of the guests towards Germany and a great appreciation of the expenditures undertaken by the host. It might also indicate that the guest did not expect the Federal President to pay a return visit. To which extent it might offset a latent sense of inferiority on the guest’s part due to the differences in economic development must remain a matter of speculation.

Generally, the awarding of an honorary doctorate during a state visit expressed a particularly high appreciation of the guest. Strictly speaking, such an award cannot be seen as a state award, since it was exclusively up to the universities themselves to bestow them. Since the Bildungsbürger Heuss had a proper doctorate in national economy and had previously been a university teacher in Berlin and Stuttgart, such awards during his foreign travels played a particular role. Hence he received an honorary doctorate from the juridical faculty of the University of Ankara. In his acceptance speech, he hinted that perhaps he would use the state visit as an occasion to consider lecturing at the end of his presidential period in office: “Should I have the daring idea after the conclusion of my presidency to hold lectures again, I promise you, Turkey’s constitutional functionalism will receive particular attention. I would almost like to believe that this would be the nicest way of expressing my thankfulness.”
335 In return, the office of the president strongly encouraged the economic and social science faculty of the Free University of Berlin for its part to grant Bayar an honorary doctorate. This move was justified by the fact that Turkey had offered persecuted German scholars safe haven during the Nazi period.
336 Ethiopian Negus Haile Selassie I received an honorary doctorate from the agricultural faculty of the University of Bonn, and Indonesian President Sukarno received one from the Technical University of Berlin. Here, too, the overriding impression was of building bridges between guest and host and their respective cultures, which found its manifest and material expression by way of doctoral certificates and caps.


Resonance in the Media: The Federal Republic as a Fairyland

When we turn to the resonance Theodor Heuss received first of all in the West German media, there is no way of avoiding the verdict that during state visits he operated extremely successfully as a “state actor”. With his reserved, humorous and obliging manners, he achieved the utmost positive effect. According to the opinion of the media representatives, he made the young Bonn Republic popular in the West and at the same time strengthened its international reputation. Against this backdrop, the terms “cordial” and “cordiality” were used particularly frequently in the media in order to both describe Heuss’s positive reception abroad and to characterise how welcoming he was to foreign heads of state in Bonn.
337 These terms stood for the underlying positive atmosphere created by Heuss, on the basis of which enduring friendship and partnership in bilateral relationships were meant to emerge. A comment in the “Süddeutsche Zeitung” expressed this particularly succinctly: “In a word, we are popular again; one receives us not only with what Thomas Mann describes as ‘respectfully raised eyebrows’, but also in some parts almost with enthusiasm.”
338 In this context, Heuss’s manner of appearing as a civilian, a Bildungsbürger and a personality tied to history corresponded to the needs and yearnings of the West German public. Heuss found such extensive acclaim because he embodied an ideal image of a society that – in spite of the advancing economic recovery – was still troubled by insecurity and doubts.

What is striking about the media coverage of visits from foreign heads of state is, above all, their exotic presentation, which contained a high degree of sensationalism. In addition, this resonance was key for the German self-image, because it demonstrated to the public that a mere ten years after the end of the Second World War, the country was so successful that it could reach out to and form friendships with countries that partially lay outside the imagination of many ordinary people. Indications of this were first the articles on Haile Selassie, “one of the last emperors of our times,” as the magazine “Quick” referred to him. The caption below a photograph of the Negus during a rail journey read: “The ‘King of Kings’, who had exchanged his blue double-breasted suit for a black gala uniform, observes with his son, Prince Makonnen, the Duke of Harrar, and his daughter-in-law, Princess Sara, the passing Rhine landscapes. [...] Emperor Haile Selassie unites in his hands the most power that a ruler may nowadays exercise: He is at once emperor, supreme judge and highest priest. His official title is ‘Victorious Lion of Judah, God’s Chosen One, the 225th Ruler in the Solomonic Dynasty’.”
339

A fairytale metaphor was used particularly frequently in this context in popular magazines as well as quality papers, which stressed the apparent unreal and unconventionality of the visit. It aroused thereby an impression that the West German society could hardly itself believe how much international political recognition – in addition to the economic success – it had once again achieved a mere ten years after the “German catastrophe” (Friedrich Meinecke). The Negus’s visit thus had something fairytale-like about it and transformed the Federal Republic into fairyland for the duration of the guest’s stay. This feeling of the unreal and dreamlike was made particularly vivid by phrases like “The Negus in the enchanted forest of the German miracle.”
340

A similar need for exoticism was expressed when the “Süddeutsche Zeitung” reported on Liberian President Tubman. Since in this case it was not dealing with a crowned head of state, Tubman was addressed in a way that demanded little reverence: as “Uncle Shad of the Pepper Coast”. Regarding the situation in his homeland, the newspaper wrote: “Monrovia’s main business street [...] is one of the most curious, exciting, dirty and fragrant streets of the world. [...]. Of course it is not paved, and there is no sewage system.”
341 Monrovia appeared in this way as an uncivilised counter-image to the provisional capital Bonn, which – after much effort – had just been rebuilt and modernised. By this comparison, the shortcomings of this new German capital as a place of foreign and domestic state representation took a back seat when juxtaposed to other European capitals.

As discussed above in regard to clothes, the bridge-building between Germany and the non-European world was best expressed in the reporting about the Persian Shah and his wife Soraya. West German media tended to romanticize the Shah, glossing over the political conditions in Iran. In contrast to the democratically elected, but deposed Prime Minister Mossadegh, who was said to have relied on the support of the street mob, the Shah was said to have governed liberally and constitutionally: that is, “no longer with an iron fist.” He was thus seen as embodying a modern, contemporary style of governance. Through him, Iran was now inevitably reconnected to the Western world.
342

Similarly, his wife Soraya served as a screen for the projection of one’s own clichéd wishes and yearnings, referring to traditional stereotypes and gender roles. During the civil war she was said to have stood by her husband with “unconditional love”. Currently she was described to be engaged in overcoming the “medieval conditions” in Iran. As a model and idol of a modern Western woman, she was celebrated by the West German public. Press reports emphasised that her character combined tenderness, beauty, intelligence, charity, grace and dignity. Here the authors reverted to stock phrases considered appropriate in praise of a female ruler, or a ruler’s consort, whose features at the same time curiously contrasted with other predilections and habits of the imperial couple, which corresponded entirely to the consumerist desires and yearnings of the “economic miracle” society. Soraya is said to have enjoyed playing cards and been interested in technology. She also took care of her dogs and favoured smoked salmon. Likewise, the Shah was said to have enjoyed playing roulette and to have returned from a visit to Baden-Baden’s casino with sizable winnings.
343 Given the enormous enthusiasm, the “Süddeutsche Zeitung” was even of the opinion that one could imagine “the Shah as our own emperor and the clock turned back fifty years.”
344 In this way, the era prior to the two devastating world wars was taken up, rather than more recent times of war, whose causes and effects one preferred to forget. Thus the West German media coverage appropriated the foreign heads of state, apparently taking for granted that the memory of the German empire elicited positive associations among its recipients.
345

Its appropriation of Turkish President Celal Bayar manifested yet another nuance of the West German press. In the description of Bayar’s visit to Bonn, there were constant remarks about the similarities between him and Heuss in age, character and values. The proximity between the West German and Turkish people was thus reflected in the familiarity of the two heads of state. Above all, as the “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung” explained, both men not only embodied the lively economic exchange and the manifold intellectual and scientific contacts between Turkey and the Federal Republic, but they also cultivated a similarly cautious governing style, since Bayar had recently removed himself from the day-to-day business of government.
346 Here, the difference between Heuss’s reserved, civilian appearances and Bayar’s pompous, militaristic ones remained in the background.

All things considered, a study of the news coverage shows that the media unconsciously offered “a hierarchy of foreignness”, beginning with the Ethiopian Emperor at the top, i.e. the most foreign, and ending with the Turkish President at the bottom, the most familiar. Foreign heads of state functioned as mediators in order to induce individual West German citizens to look beyond their narrow horizons and open themselves up to foreign cultures. Not least in order to be able to forget for just a bit one’s own problems and the persistent hardships in one’s own country.


Conclusion

By virtue of Theodor Heuss’s state visits abroad and the receptions of foreign heads of state in Bonn, the German Federal Republic symbolically returned to the international arena. At the same time, the West German media coverage again laid claim to the world beyond Europe. This familiarisation happened, as we have seen, firstly, due to an apparently shared political interpretive framework; secondly, by a self-casting that generated acceptance – that is, of Bildungsbürger Heuss as federal president; thirdly, by the deliberate reversion to objects of material culture, as we have seen from a close examination of clothes, awards and state gifts; and fourthly, by the media, which comes to the fore as an essential and at the same time polyphonic mediator between the government and the population. Altogether it should have become clear how certain objects were employed during state visits in multifaceted ways, not only in the context of the protocol-devised formal appearances of the heads of state, but also in the framework of how history was conveyed or how the media interpreted and appropriated foreign heads of state. Due to each concrete context, to utterances of the participants and to the medial interpretation, objects of a variegated nature were symbolically charged and became visible in creating a special relevance as components of state visits in and beyond the Republic. It has to be emphasised, however, that the West German side is the focus of this chapter, whereas interpretations on the part of the foreign countries have generally not been taken into consideration. Not only, but also as regards the practices and interpretations of the material culture of diplomacy, it is to be assumed that clear and significant differences of understanding and interpretation between each respective party, for example in respect to porcelain, will have existed.

Due to the state visits from the non-European world, a process of self-reflection and -affirmation was launched.
347 The West German public debated in this context whether it could discover itself again in the way the president cast his public image. Whereas his appearances as a Bildungsbürger and civilian, who clearly distinguished himself from National Socialism, met with little opposition in public debates, issues about the presence of the army and the financial expenditures at state galas were critical concerns that could be and were voiced. Still, in spite of some occasional criticism, overall approval of the type of foreign representation of the young German republic dominated. The vast majority of West German media coverage in the middle of the 1950s concurred with the president’s public image. After a period of “extra-ordinariness” (Außer-Ordentlichkeit) (Martin Broszat), Heuss’s state visits stood for a return to normality. By casting himself as a Bildungsbürger and by his recourse to the classical cultural heritage, the society of the economic miracle – with its fixation on material values – received a spiritual grounding in its representation towards the outside world.

Nonetheless, interest in state visits from non-European countries gradually decreased. In the long run, these spectacles simply lost their appeal to the public, with the press’s diminished reporting testifying to a certain saturation. Thus what led Heuss in 1956 to pressure the chancellor to considerably reduce the number of state visits to Bonn was probably neither idleness nor weariness in the exercise of his office alone:

Surely the growing popularity of the Federal Republic as a travel destination for foreign heads of state, prime ministers and ministers is a good sign of the re-admittance of the republic into the circle of nations and for the renewed political and economic importance of our country. On the other hand, some of these visits – above all those in which the guests invite themselves – are simply an exhausting burden without significant political or economic gains. [...] I believe, we should now, prior to the elections [to the parliament in 1957], by all means leave it at that – with the already very dense programme – and in consideration of the electoral year, flatly refuse all further unreasonable demands (Anzapfungen) ‘to honour’ the republic with a state visit.
348

The return visits of the Italian and Turkish presidents aside, no further state visits took place in Bonn for the remainder of Heuss’s presidency.





Simone Derix

Assembling Things Right. The Material Dimensions of West German Diplomacy (1950s to 1970s)

Abstract: This article investigates the material dimensions of international relations by analysing West German diplomacy after 1945. First, it focuses on the meaning of individual objects in communications and encounters between two states. Second, diplomatic practices are understood as attempts to create and shape specific atmospheres, as assemblages involving various objects, persons and practices. Diplomacy is thereby emphasised as a construct repeatedly connected to the material. Third, at the meta-level, individual diplomatic objects and assemblages are embedded in an international system of materiality. It is argued that the material participates in the construction of international regimes of perception. Overall, the different material dimensions make it evident that objects are fundamentally involved in the history of relationships between states – at the micro-level (individual objects), at the meso-level (assemblages) and at the meta-level (patterns of systems).

The end of a president’s and a government’s term in office initiates the making of a balance sheet. Actual achievements and deeds are checked against political promises, state representatives’ articulated goals and expectations. The balance sheet may take shape prosaically in long speeches and newspaper articles; or it may find its way into the language of numbers with various kinds of statistics. In the case of foreign policy and diplomacy, it may also turn up as a balance of objects. Such was the case at the end of the term of Heinrich Lübke, West Germany’s second federal president, who held office from September 1959 to June 1969. Der Spiegel, Hamburg’s weekly news magazine, in its 2 June 1969, issue summed up the material legacies of Lübke’s two terms.
349 These were the objects that Lübke had received as gifts during his fourteen visits to thirty countries, along with the souvenirs that foreign guests had presented to him in the course of their numerous visits to the president’s residence in Bonn. The range of gifts extended from “sandals, leather bags and textiles” to “lances, shields, sculptures and objets d’art”, from valuable tapestries and vases to animals, including lions, cheetahs, monkeys and cranes, which had been directly transferred to zoos. The president of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mobutu Sese Seko, actually honoured Lübke with an uncut diamond worth 100,000 German marks (DM). At the end of Lübke’s term, many of these gifts were passed on to museums or government institutions or else were transformed into charitable donations to residents of retirement homes and orphanages.

Such presents brought by guests highlight a specific material dimension of state representation and diplomacy: They emphasise how important individual objects may be in communications and encounters between two states. These gifts point to the principle of reciprocity, which is both characteristic for diplomatic relationships between states and generally marks the relationship between a guest and a host. But as this chapter will elaborate in its first section, there are additional reasons for why single objects are important to diplomacy. That is, although these individual items may be of great diplomatic importance, they still represent only one of several material dimensions of diplomacy. Indeed, the variety of the gifts that Lübke amassed indicates that seldom did a thing have only one unique meaning. Rather, diplomacy is characterised precisely by the methodical interplay of several things and people in the framework of so-called ‘assemblages’. As the second section of this chapter shall reveal, it is the skilful combination and spatial arrangement of objects that create diverse atmospheres and thereby determine the setting in which diplomatic actions are performed. The criteria according to which these settings are produced are due to more than just general guidelines and situative decisions concerning staging and representation: for instance, they may confer a particularly splendid aura on a certain situation or, conversely, create a more intimate setting. In fact, as argued in the third section of this chapter, these things and assemblages reflect how the international state system has always also been a material system. Merely by taking into account Lübke’s extensive collection of gifts, we become aware of how the material dimensions of diplomacy might pose great challenges to governments, as summed up in the final section of this chapter.

Diplomatic Objects – Gifts from Guests and Government Limousines

Although Marcel Mauss developed his theory of gift-giving with reference to archaic societies,
350 one nonetheless finds in it an important key assumption that may also hold true for the diplomatic practice of exchanging objects: namely, the exchange of gifts takes place within a system of exchange – of giving, taking and returning. This principle of reciprocity also characterises diplomatic gift-giving.

Subsequent to the re-ordering of Europe upon the end of Napoleon’s reign, the European community of states maintained the rule that communication between states should accord an honour which would be aptly reciprocated. Equality in rank between the states was expressed by an equivalence of mutually performed symbolic acts as well as of mutually exchanged gifts.
351 This ground rule set the framework for how a government would treat ambassadors and envoys of foreign countries and how heads of state of two countries would encounter one another. Although this rule has so far lasted for approximately two centuries – surviving changes of regimes and systems – processes of change in the principle’s concrete application may still be observed.

Speaking of which: the Federal Republic of Germany, particularly in its early years, found itself challenged to take up the existing rules once more in order to establish itself as a fledgling state in the international arena; and yet, it did not want too strongly to resemble its predecessor, Nazi Germany.
352 Taking West Germany as a case study allows us then to observe in exemplary detail how a young state searched for its own diplomatic forms, all the while confronting national traditions and the expectations of its population as well as the practice of other states. In this way, the Federal Republic’s set of diplomatic rules becomes recognizable as emerging from a gradual process. Repeatedly reformulated guidelines document its strong need for regulation in this transformation. The customs for initiating and planning diplomatic acts, including the sequence of events and decorative arrangements – ranging from table to dress codes – were noted in detail.
353 Accordingly, there were also fixed rules for the exchange of objects. For instance, decorations were only exchanged reciprocally and between those of equal rank; moreover, in order to avoid any unpleasant surprises, Bonn’s protocol department even endeavoured in the run-up to state visits to prearrange the exchange of gifts. Indeed, it was precisely when gifts were presented under the premise of equal state rank that a path of particular peril opened up: what if a present turned out to be too special or too valuable or, conversely, compared poorly to the guest’s reciprocal gift?

Gifts thus also became a test of the diplomatic skill of the givers and receivers, in which both sides easily risked losing face. In this situation, the international inexperience and/or lack of self-confidence of states was at risk of becoming apparent. This becomes clear when looking at events in 1969, in the run-up to Mobutu’s state visit to West Germany: The representatives of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, who were inexperienced in questions of protocol, reacted with “piqued silence” when Franz-Josef Neumann, the German ambassador to the Congo, inquired about the planned gifts.
354 The precious uncut diamond was apparently only considered at a later date. As a counter-example, it seemed advisable for Bonn’s protocol civil servants themselves to take particular caution in the selection of gifts for Emperor Hirohito: In the light of the complicated Japanese custom of gift-giving, in which there were said to be three categories of gifts and gifts had to be allocated precisely according to this scheme, they saw the risk that – in their eyes – Germany might disgrace itself in this process.
355 As both of these examples clearly show, the concrete practice of gift-giving was not only marked by a consistent international set of rules, but also other factors played additional roles. This could be the age or perceived ‘seniority’ of the government in question (the new Democratic Republic of the Congo versus the old Empire of Japan) or cultural status, which was attributed to a country implicitly or – as we shall see later on – explicitly: for instance, the culturally superior Japan versus the culturally inferior Congo.

With its presents, West Germany not only re-integrated itself into the international community of states but also pursued further-reaching objectives. The idea was that the “exchange of gifts and honours could create lasting personal memories of visits, which might complement and at times even outlast other impressions.”
356 Particularly suited for this purpose seemed to be either photo albums with images of a visit or else a film that recorded a visit’s most important moments. Guests with whom the Federal Republic sought a particularly close relationship were also presented with the president’s signed portrait, an honour accorded only to a few, and which at the same time pointed to pre-modern gift-giving traditions in diplomatic contexts.

For a long time there was one issue that was paramount in the debate on Mauss’ theory: whether gift-giving, in spite of its embeddedness in exchange relationships, could be understood as distinct from economic relationships, as Mauss had it; or, whether the symbolic character of the exchange did little more than veil the exchange’s real economic character, as Pierre Bourdieu, for instance, argued.
357 In the case of West Germany, the economic dimension of gift-giving occasionally came to light, as the state visit in 1960 of Thailand’s imperial couple well exemplifies. On the occasion of this visit by King Bhumibhol and Queen Sirikit, the West German ambassador recommended honouring them with a generous gift, due to the fact that Thailand reliably supported West Germany’s position in the East-West conflict.
358 At the insistence of the chancellor, the necessary financial means were made available from the Development Fund – monies that had actually been budgeted for other objectives – in order to present Thailand with an x-ray diagnostic unit produced by Siemens-Reininger and worth 110,000 DM.
359 The Federal Republic could only provide gifts of this scale in exceptional cases: that is, when “political expediency” appeared to justify “such a gift”.
360

It was not only the things that were given that performed diplomatic services for the Federal Republic; it was also the things that state guests used during their stays in the Federal Republic. A very essential role was played in this context by the government limousines in which the guests were chauffeured. Automobiles continued to count as an important status symbol in the post-war era, by which both individuals could demonstrate their social position and governments could demonstrate their economic potency. A successful state’s self-representation implied the use of a “representative automobile”.
361 This held true, more or less, for decades.
362 It appeared to be all the more threatening therefore when state guests pursued the plan to arrive with their own flagship vehicle, as for instance Liberian President William S. Tubman wanted to do by driving around in his own Cadillac at times during his visit in 1956, whereas the Federal Republic had at its disposal a Mercedes, a prestigious West German make of international renown.
363 In the case of Thailand’s Prime Minister Plaek Phibunsongkhram, the protocol of 1956 took care that he was driven around Bonn with the fastest Mercedes model, one that he also drove in his home country.
364 Prior to his own visit to West Germany four years later, Thailand’s King Bhumibol especially requested that Daimler-Benz AG make a car for him “for ceremonial events” in Thailand that was based on his own particular wishes.
365 That they accommodated these wishes was interpreted by the West German government representatives as “taking pains for the soul of the Oriental peoples” or as “effectively looking after Orientals”.
366 (This also indicates a cultural differentiation in the international state system, which will be addressed separately below.) What is remarkable about the example of Thailand is that its own preference for a German Mercedes was politically grounded. The Thai king deliberately sought for his representative purposes a specific brand of car: from his perspective, from a “politically neutral country”. West Germany complied insofar as Germany had never “come forward with colonialist aspirations” for Thailand – unlike to Great Britain in the past, which was why the king did not desire an English car, which could have given rise to the impression “that the court based on an earlier tradition would follow too closely the British model”. Likewise, an automobile from the United States was deemed inappropriate, since the king wished symbolically to keep his distance from this Cold War superpower.
367

A more intensive treatment of government limousines not only opens up new perspectives on the concrete relationships between two states, but also new insights into how the conditions for diplomatic action changed during the post-war decades. This held true above all for the part of diplomacy that was perceived by the population. Until the mid-1960s, state visits were not only a matter of selected representatives: at least in part they also took place in the open, in the streets.
368 Of course no later than the failed attempt to assassinate Charles de Gaulle in August 1962 and the successful assassination of John F. Kennedy in November 1963, the potential of danger of the street for state representatives came into focus. De Gaulle had been driven in an unarmoured limousine and Kennedy in an open-topped car. Until that time the protocol had sought to allow in open convertibles so that foreign state guests could be presented to the West German people (or vice versa). Then in 1964, when new automobiles were to be ordered in the run-up to the queen of Great Britain’s visit in 1965, security and visibility had to be combined. Ideally, the new cars had to be bulletproof and at the same time permit a window to open in order for the dignitary to be able to wave at the people.
369 The protocol department, which planned every step of a state visit in detail, endeavoured above all to maintain or enhance the functionality of the vehicles: that is, seats with adjustable height, roll-up windows, sunroofs, grip handles in case the guest wished to stand during the drive, folding seats for the interpreters and thermal containers for small snacks during long journeys. However, the Ministry of the Interior and the security experts who were involved vetoed any windows that could be opened and which therefore could no longer fully guarantee a passenger’s safety from gunshots.


The Material Dimension of the Atmosphere – Societies and the Countryside

The discussions about the government limousines demonstrate that the individual object marked only one facet of the material dimension of West German diplomacy. The government limousine itself was an amalgamation of various things (apart from the vehicle as a material ensemble, for instance, the aforementioned thermal tanks or mounts for the banners), which were combined to become a diplomatic ensemble of things. These were to function intentionally as much as possible in the interplay with the persons involved in diplomatic actions, such as politicians, interpreters, protocol and security civil servants as well as – in the case of the limousines – the people at the roadside.

Many of the methodological and theoretical approaches that have focused on international politics over the last years have reflected the fact that people and things may be understood as an ensemble in diplomatic acts and that they have to be investigated in terms of their specific interplay. Whether it concerns rituals or ceremonies, there are always objects involved in the acts.
370 Stagings that aim at bringing something to light, work with an arrangement of people and things, too.
371 Most recently, the theory of international relations uses the notion of assemblage coined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, which likewise is based on a changeable ensemble of persons, objects and practices which in their interplay creates new social spaces.
372 The concept of “aesthetic work” also implies materiality by focusing on the “activity which […] shapes things, spaces and arrangements with respect to the state of affective concern, through which an observer […] is meant to experience this activity.”
373 Ideally, this work results in a specific and desirable atmosphere.
374 Although these theoretical approaches vary in their emphasis, they are nonetheless united by the insight that people can act socially and politically only in the interplay with things.
375

The employees of Bonn’s protocol department, which was responsible for the framework of West Germany’s diplomatic activities, were aware of this dependence on things. By 1957, the West German protocol civil servants had made their first experiences with the organisation of diplomatic events and considered how very necessary it was “that their political importance became ‘optically’ recognizable by an appropriately dignified framework.” Thus according to the department, very often it was “‘trivial things’ that were decisive for the mood of the guests”.
376 The civil servants likewise noted down in great detail the many ‘trivial things’ to which attention had to be paid: for instance, those that were relevant for the first impression at the arrival and a last impression at the departure of the state guest. Accordingly, a red carpet, barriers, flags, banners, marquees and canopies created a specific atmosphere of state dignity. The devil was in the detail here, too, since apart from the standard tools of the diplomatic ceremonial, there was a need for skilful flower decorations and the right selection of refreshments, snacks and tobacco products. In the case of West Germany – which established restraint
377 as the basic guideline of government representation, also in view of a sometimes critical public – this ideally meant, “that [at the arrival] no specialities such as lobster, caviar, oysters, champagne, etc. were to be served; rather, only simple refreshments such as those found in restaurants.”
378 Also social events such as banquets or gala evenings were to be “held in a dignified and impressive manner” and at the same time “within moderate financial limits”. In this context as well one had to make the right choice out of a wide range of possible things. The “offering” should be “truly good” without appearing “excessive”. What this meant was expressed by protocol experts in their 1957 guidelines by way of a negative example: “The use of live sea lions, goats or of hundreds of tiny birds (Zwergvögelchen) as decorations for a ball in the embassy may be mentioned here for the sake of curiosity, but its imitation is not recommended.” The protocol experts had very precise notions about which things could be arranged tastefully. This meant choosing the appropriate style and material as well as the perfect arrangement. This becomes apparent in the meticulous instructions for flower decorations during meals, for instance. With the selection of flowers one had to be careful that their scent was not too strong and that they did not fold up due to a lack of light. “Silver baskets, antique bowls, soup tureens, sauce-boats and copper vases (only for flowers with strong colours)” were considered appropriate containers. As table decoration, they were to be arranged as “middle decorations or middle strips”, combined “with candles or other decorative pieces made of silver, glass or tin”, whereby attention still had to be paid to see to it that the candles were placed “at eye level”. Similarly sophisticated were the considerations for the selection of chairs, crockery and cutlery.

When foreign guests travelled around the Federal Republic, objects of course had to be in the right places during the ceremonies and social gatherings. On top of that, inspections were carried out at all the places that the guests could pass or see. For many state visits the locations to be visited were arranged especially for that purpose. For Japanese emperor Hirohito’s stop in West Germany during his 1971 tour of Europe, the following measures were undertaken in the city of Cologne, whose cathedral Hirohito was to visit:
379 The railway platform on which the Emperor arrived had to be entirely rearranged: the ventilation ducts had to be removed or covered up, and the edges of the platform’s roof had to be repainted. Even the habitual material setting of the square in front of the cathedral had to be rearranged: a work platform was removed and the souvenir stands had to cover their displays with greenery. Changes were undertaken on the entire route that Hirohito was driven through: construction pits and sites were covered up; fences were camouflaged with greenery; flagpoles were decorated; and traffic signs were partly removed. A firm that was located along the route was required to tidy up any objects dispersed on its grounds. This tour is only one among many examples that document how much it mattered to the Federal Republic to appear orderly, down to the finest detail – as if one could thus prove that the new democracy had all things, in the truest sense of the word, under control.

In this context, the Japanese emperor’s visit presented a particular challenge. Firstly, a democracy was welcoming a monarch. The Federal Republic would go a little further out of its way for crowned heads and use more magnificent displays of self-representation. Secondly, Hirohito had sat on the ‘chrysanthemum throne’ since 1926 and was also Japan’s supreme commander-in-chief during the Second World War, when the empire had been allied with Italy and the German Reich. He thus embodied the continuity of precisely that historical past from which the Federal Republic sought to distance itself. Thirdly, Hirohito’s visit took place in the context of a particularly strongly perceived intercultural difference. The entire preparations portrayed the sense that the Japanese imperial dynasty, with its long tradition of complex ceremonials of reception, came with demands that were unfathomably fine or subtle. Every wrong West German word or every form of diplomatic usage of things, therefore, from the perspective of the Federal Republic, bore the risk of being an affront. Correspondingly, not just any flower arrangement would do in the Tennō’s West German bedchamber: it had to be an ikebana floral arrangement.
380 In addition, this cultural difference was conceived contemporaneously in a broader context: Not only in the protocol but also in the West German mass media, at stake here was the “relationship of a white state to a non-white one”.
381

The combination of the monarchy, the fascist past, subtlety and the non -white appeared to be a dangerous mix to the West German planners of the visit. It became essential to weigh carefully which things and people would be brought together and how. A state visit, according to a West German programme, had to lead guests beyond the classic diplomatic settings (negotiations, banquets, social events) to locations that embodied particular facets of what was supposed to constitute the Federal Republic. This for instance included industrial facilities as the epitome of economic prosperity or the Berlin Wall as a symbol of divided Germany. In the case of the Japanese emperor, questions of Germany’s present as well as its immediate past were to be excluded in the spatial settings in order to avoid the possibility of jeopardising the Emperor’s position as a nationally and religiously connoted symbol for the Japanese government. Accordingly, a timeless, extra-temporal ‘eternal Germany’ was to be exhibited, which apart from the cathedral in Cologne as a symbol for “German art”, also included a riverboat ride along the Rhine that should count towards the exploration of the “German nature”.
382 For the ‘average Japanese’, the Lorelei Rock was the embodiment of the typical German countryside and the romanticism that was associated with it. The visit to this landscape became the main item on the programme of Hirohito’s visit. Yet the performance of the visit proves once more how much a purportedly natural setting changes when one either leaves things out or adds to them. In this case it was the Japanese flag that was hoisted onto the rock, which decisively altered the material setting. Hirohito – wishing to go unaccompanied by West German politicians – glided through the countryside to Heinrich Heine’s Lorelei song, which rang out from the ship’s PA system. Many Japanese experienced it as a dreamscape, which through the presence of their flag initiated, at least temporarily, a symbolic connection with Japan.
383 This specific landscape ensemble sent the Tennō, according to the view of the West German press, into an “almost ‘ideal world’”, which apparently remained almost unspoiled
384 – since political demonstrations against Hirohito occurring at the same time were restricted to the centre of Bonn. In front of the Japanese Cultural Institute in Cologne there were also “isolated red flags among applauding crowds of people”. Just in time – that is, before his arrival – the police removed a “banner with insults directed at the Emperor”.
385 Such material details could be decisive for the atmosphere and the lasting impression of a visit. In this case both the Japanese guests and the West German hosts were quite pleased with their careful arrangements.


The International System as a Material System

The exposition so far suggests on the one hand that there were general guidelines regarding which things the Federal Republic wanted to welcome their guests with. On the other hand, it seems that the objects mentioned represented only a type of stage setting, which varied according to necessity and was attuned to the particular needs of the respective visitor as well as to diverse diplomatic purposes and contexts. Yet further distinctions existed between the general rule and the specific case, which significantly contributed to the decision as to which things were presented and in which context. The system of the international state community thus seems to be also a system of objects or a material system. In what follows, I shall reconstruct this material dimension of the international system based on a West German as well as European perspective. In so doing, it is only the European or (at the most) the trans-Atlantic understanding of this system that is put into focus. It may be assumed that research into the perceptions of Asian and African governments would yield results that conflict with the trans-Atlantic understanding. Yet only such research would enable an analysis of the reciprocal relationships and transfers between the various sets of perceptions.

One main distinction was made according to government type. West Germany accorded monarchies more splendour than it did democratic republics. This does not mean, however, that the Federal Republic did not exhibit any splendour towards its democratic guests. Just as a republic such as France – which maintains the Élysée Palace as the president’s official residence – deliberately used and lavishly displayed the material legacies of the monarchy for its own self-representation, so too, accordingly, did the Bonn protocol orient itself stylistically and organise magnificent gala evenings in the Rococo Augustusburg Palace, for instance. For those governments, however, whose democratic orientation was aligned to simplicity, a comparable framework could also be found in modern and functionally maintained halls in Bonn and its environs.

At the beginning of the 1970s a simplification of western European ceremonial forms of diplomacy was discussed, and it turned out that state classification was much more complex than simply along the lines of the type of government (that is, monarchy or democracy). For instance, the age of a state (how old or young it was) and the circumstances of its foundation were also of great importance.
386 In countries that were decolonised and became independent only after 1945, western European protocol experts noticed a general predilection for the “cérémonies anciennes de l’Europe”, which comprised material decoration; this in turn points to aspects of state representation that had not been decolonised.
387 What made it especially difficult for some of the western European states, on principle, to renounce such pomp and splendour was that the Soviet Union, the Cold War’s major competitive system, readily accommodated these needs in its own diplomatic protocol. Internal European arrangements to undertake more modest décor and the like in visits had already failed by the late 1950s, since greater expenses were incurred by by “more distant powers”.
388 Finally, in 1973, a simplification was reached, although it was limited to inner-European ceremonial forms.
389 Surrounding selected guests with magnificent things seemed a tested means of foreign policy, even in the early 1970s, and only a few states were prepared to renounce it.

A worldwide survey conducted at West German embassies documented the diverse government attitudes. It reflected both the direct inquiries the ambassadors made in their respective countries and their own assessments. The results demonstrated scepticism across the board. This was especially true for the Eastern Bloc states: Moscow signalled no tendency towards simplification, and this set the tone.
390 Yet the leading nonaligned states appeared disapproving, too: Yugoslavia had for a while practiced “greater restraint” with regard to street decorations for their guests, but it had since reverted to its former practices due to its guests’ touchiness. In addition, the West German ambassador in Belgrade commented on Yugoslavia’s “lively diplomatic visits, which were surely an expression of its claim to leadership within the group of nonaligned states.” “Through the shaping of the protocol framework”, the country was said to have excellent skills in “marking the status of a visit within its foreign political coordinate system”. It was therefore “not to be assumed that the Yugoslavian leadership desired to renounce this tool by limiting protocol expenditures.”
391 Egypt and Ethiopia, too, refused any reductions:
392 Those who might have taken up a generally different orientation for the Western states were generally unsuccessful. In April 1971, the West German Chief of Protocol, Hans Schwarzmann, still assumed that the “openness to simplicity and streamlining in central and northern Europe as well as in the United States and Canada” could be “taken for granted”.
393 Yet even here there were qualifications: Although the initiative was generally met with approval in London, its realisation only seemed possible in the absence of the Queen.
394 France was also apparently prepared for simplifications, as long as no general standardisations resulted. Indeed, the West German diplomats noticed that France in particular had a pronounced “Sens d’Etat” and an “authentic need for appropriate representation”.
395

Thus the necessity for intensive decorations during state visits and other diplomatic events depended on a considerable number of factors: type of government, relative age and specific ceremonial traditions, affiliation to political blocs and respective situation in international relationships. A final and especially important factor were the attributions that certain countries experienced in being assigned to certain ‘cultures’ or cultural spheres.

In fact, parallel to the categorisations mentioned so far, one may observe in the Bonn protocol a division of the world into diverse zones of materiality. Since the early days of the Federal Republic, West German government representatives and civil servants conceived of the appearance of their own country on the arena of the international community of states as tending towards moderation and restraint. The right selection of things could serve to demonstrate this to the outside world. Such self-descriptions arose in distinction to a stereotypically conceived other. For the young Federal Republic, this other included the so-called Orient, which was associated with splendour and exuberance. Indeed, the material as well as ceremonial expense with which international diplomacy was conducted during the first West German presidency was a constant annoyance. Above all else, Theodor Heuss complained about the volume of gifts, which he gladly would have reduced in the framework of international discussions. At the same time he presumed with his typical understatement that this arrangement would probably “hardly be possible” vis-à-vis “the Orient, where that kind of thing is part of the ‘custom’, based on what I learned from Karl May.”
396

Fifteen years later there was no more talk of the ‘Orient’. Instead, according to Karl Moersch, FDP/DVP (Free Democratic Party/Democratic People’s Party) politician and permanent secretary in the Foreign Office in 1971, it was of the “coloured majority of the UN members”, whose “exotic mentality in spite of all their recently gained enlightenment” was very receptive to outward display.
397 Western capitalist states apparently concurred with Eastern communist states in this assessment, since Moersch reproached the latter for instrumentalising “this vanity for their own purposes”. Of interest in this context is the change of perspective when one includes voices from what was regarded as ‘oriental’. The West German embassy in Islamabad reported in the same year that Pakistan already operated with very little expense. The diplomats there drew the attention of the West Germans instead to Africa and appeared convinced “that precisely young African states set great store on substantial protocol expenditure and that they were very sensitive in this respect.”
398

It becomes clear in these statements that the international community of states was divided into zones according to the criterion of representational needs along with the appropriate material expenditures. In addition, it becomes apparent that this subdivision was bound to one’s perspective. Very diverse regimes of perception emerged, which led to a quite different drawing up of the borders between cultures. Significantly, I am only tracing the West German perspective in this chapter, and it should always be kept in mind that it cannot be generalized and essentialised as a European or even Western viewpoint: cultural stereotypes are consistent neither within continents – in the sense of Europe versus Africa – nor within states. Nonetheless, this point of view was surely not only limited to West German state representatives and civil servants, but had many intersections with general images of Africa, the Middle East and of the Far East, which in turn partially overlapped with conceptions of the “Third World”.
399 Thus it was a widespread notion among states that a country’s material orientation became a factor in a country’s foreign political evaluations and in the perception of difference between cultures.

Typically, the receptivity for the material’s allure was not limited to the description of a general cultural peculiarity of the ‘Oriental’ or of the ‘African’; rather, it was exemplified by way of concrete persons. This personification of a stereotype may well be observed in the example of Liberian President William S. Tubman. Tubman was considered by the West German Foreign Office in the 1950s to be one of Africa’s strongest political personalities, who until then had proved a “loyal and reliable partner of the western world” and whom it was necessary to court in the face of Soviet strivings in Africa.
400 At the same time, this “reliable partner” was characterised as very sensitive as regards “national sentiment” and “racial pride”. Having a “marked sense for dignity and splendour”, he was described as foreign and exotic – also in his attitude towards the material: He was said to be “according to national customs very receptive to honours and to presents from the host or from guests”.
401

It immediately becomes apparent in the descriptions of Tubman that a demonstrative interest in and an explicit display of material goods signified something negative. This might seem initially to be rather surprising, since the Federal Republic itself took great pains to display its newly acquired economic prosperity, summoning up all available material resources: from the industrial plant to polished up show-pieces as well as to highly valuable industrial products, which were proffered as gifts to guests. The difference lay in the fact that the Federal Republic, in its own self-perception, apparently sought to materially overwhelm its guests in a subtle way, thereby avoiding any ostentatious demonstration. By contrast, for instance, the material demonstration of power by Congolese President Mobutu in 1969 appeared almost indecent to the West German state representatives. The things with which this potentate surrounded himself revealed – from the perspective of the Federal Republic – profound insights into the character of the man, who had additionally asserted his position of power with violence. In October 1969, Karl Theodor Paschke, who had worked in the West German embassy in Kinshasa since 1968, composed a profile of Mobutu, which was immediately classified.
402 Paschke identified Mobutu’s helicopter as a major key to his character. In this way, according to Paschke, Mobutu was said to be more than a Congolese Saint-Exupéry. The helicopter symbolised his style of government, accommodating the way the president saw himself: As he descended onto a football field, stepping down as it were from Mount Stanley – with his residence situated in the hills above Kinshasa – “making wind” with a thundering engine; when leaving the cockpit with a sporty and springy jump, yet with dignity, too, slowing down and entirely embodying ‘le leader éclairci’, ‘le père de la révolution’. At the same time Mobutu probably also imagined himself in such moments to be a man of the people.

According to Paschke, Mobutu sought close proximity to his people, but he did not feel at ease in this role. For this, too, the helicopter provided the right clue: since Mobutu gained a sense of security only in the shelter of his helicopter; otherwise, he often felt ridiculed. Paschke ascribed to Mobutu an inferiority complex, which he said was to be found everywhere in Black (Sub-Saharan) Africa, and yet was especially widespread in the Congo. Hence the Congolese president was said to be very sensitive particularly with regard to white people. Against this backdrop, Paschke acknowledged Mobutu’s state visit to the Federal Republic in the spring of 1969 as a great success “since Mobutu was honoured there in an impressive way as the legitimate representative of a friendly people; since one did not put his dignity into question but rather underlined it.” If Paschke assessed Mobutu’s self-doubts as “likeable”, he thereby also simultaneously documented his own sense of superiority. Indeed, his text makes it very clear that a white diplomat with a purportedly superior character was speaking about a black politician, whose demonstrative use of prestige objects – be they helicopters or expensive limousines – merely revealed his inner weaknesses.

Paschke’s profile impressionably demonstrates the extent to which objects were fundamental for diplomatic regimes of perception. Things in the public perception too, up until now, are important indicators for categorising state representatives as well as the state and political systems that they represent. Material abundance in official representation tends to be regarded as a sign of nondemocratic and dictatorial regimes.
403 In this context, the visible material wealth of dictators in most cases is set in relation to the exploitation of a population lacking possessions.
404 Without neglecting the exploitative character of dictatorships – which after 1945 also continued as a European phenomenon – the issue here is to point out that the unjust nature of political regimes is addressed both in diplomatic circles and in the mass media by a precise focus on the world of objects.


The Diplomatic Use of Things as a Governmental Challenge

Against this backdrop, we find that governments are confronted time and again with the challenge of finding the right way of dealing with diplomatic things. Returning once again to Heinrich Lübke’s collection of gifts, introduced at the beginning of this chapter, it becomes clear that the political challenge consists not only in finding the right object for a diplomatic act or in creating the ideal atmosphere via an assemblage, but also in dealing with what happens with unused diplomatic objects. Where are the silverware, the crockery and the government limousines kept?
405 One may also ask where the gifts reserved for the guests are stored. In the case of particularly expensive gifts, additional questions arise regarding how such gifts should be insured or otherwise protected. These in turn raise legal questions: To whom exactly do these gifts belong? Who has to take care of them? Who is entitled to sell them?
406

So far there has been no binding rule concerning these issues in (West) Germany. Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, at his own discretion, decided which gifts he considered personal and which belonged to the state. By contrast, Theodor Heuss declared in 1956 that he was “absolutely determined” “not to treat any of the things that landed my way or would do so as private property”, which was why “the Federal Republic would accumulate the strangest gallery of rarities (Raritäten-Kabinett).”
407 Thirteen years later, Heinrich Lübke, shortly before the end of his term of office, believed himself to be in a legal quagmire and had Volkmar Hopf, the president of the Federal Audit Office, prepare a “general legal opinion” on government gifts. This opinion sanctioned, firstly, the practice of passing on any donated consumer item to persons in need. Secondly, it recommended a provision for those objects which an outgoing state representative him- or herself wanted to continue using. In Lübke’s case this concerned for instance an old French tapestry, which Charles de Gaulle had presented to him in 1962.
408 Lübke was to retain the tapestry “for life as a long-term state loan”. The charged issue of possession and ownership of government gifts has continued to concern the Federal Republic, especially in the attempt to avoid any appearance of material profit-seeking in office and thus potentially also of corruption. In this way one addressed as well the issue to which extent a politician was given a gift as an individual person or as a representative of the people. To this end, the question of the right way of dealing with government gifts has also always been an issue of the Federal Republic’s political self-image.

Against this backdrop, the things themselves could also pose challenges to the state. This was true for other governments and not just for the Federal Republic: At the beginning of this chapter it was mentioned that among the gifts given to Heinrich Lübke was an uncut diamond, which he received from Mobutu. In 1968, US Vice President Hubert Humphrey likewise received an uncut diamond from Mobutu, which according to the US Constitution he had to declare to Congress (the same held for every present valued at over $50). Such gifts did not end up in the private coffers of the US recipient either. Instead, they were usually exhibited in Presidential Libraries, in order “to function there as it were as a gift to the American people”.
409 But Humphrey was not accorded such a facility in his honour. In 1974, he ended up handing the diamond over to the White House’s protocol department. Today it can be found in the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC.
410 Lübke too faced the problem of how he should proceed with his own uncut diamond. Ultimately he did not exhibit it, because doing so would have required “expensive security measures”. At the same time the government could not sell it and donate the proceeds, for that would risk offending the Congolese. One of Lübke’s advisors therefore suggested something pragmatic: simply pass the problem on to the next president.


Conclusion

This chapter set itself the goal of analysing the materiality of West German diplomacy. In doing so it became clear that the combination of foreign policy and things reaches far beyond the symbolism and use of individual objects, whereby at least three material dimensions of diplomacy may be distinguished.

Firstly, single material objects do indeed fundamentally mark communication between governments. They deal not only with things that are given, which negotiate the relationship between state guest and host, but also with things that are used, for instance the government limousines, which are specifically designed for the needs of state guests. Moreover, it turned out that these single objects served not only as a medium in the relationship among state representatives but were also situated at the intersection between foreign and West German state representatives and the population. In accordance with diplomatic logics, governmental gifts were also subject to the reservation that they had to be stored, which resulted in governments having to discuss who was really entitled to have such items at his disposal and who was ultimately responsible for them.

Secondly, this chapter has emphasised that diplomacy should always be understood as interaction, as an arrangement among several things, persons and practices. In dealing with this, scholars have begun using the useful terms assemblage and atmosphere. Diplomatic spaces, an expression one could use following the concept of social space, are to a high degree intentionally created by deliberate ‘shaping decisions’ (Gestaltungsentscheidungen) and by the selection and arrangement of things and persons in space. They are thereby in a peculiarly charged relationship to chance and to the possibility of an unplanned event. This way of putting things into perspective accentuates the character of diplomacy as a construct in its recursive connectedness to the material.

Thirdly, at the meta-level, the single diplomatic objects as well as the diplomatic assemblages are embedded in an international system of the material. Through an arrangement and selection of things, this international system marks differentiations according to type of governments, their relative age, the ceremonial traditions of individual states, and to the bloc alignments during the Cold War; it also reflects the respective current situation in the international community of states. Simultaneously it subdivides the world at its core into different zones of materiality, as has been explored in an exemplary way for West Germany. Continents and countries were ascribed different material orientations (frugal functionality vs. splendour and abundance), which became in turn important factors for their assessment in terms of foreign policy. Significantly, evidence was obtained for this pattern of order in the eyes of contemporary protagonists by the behaviour of individual government representatives and by their dealings with concrete objects, as becomes apparent for instance with the identification of the Congo with abundance, Mobutu and his helicopter. The material is thereby solidly participating in the construction of international regimes of perception.

Combining these three dimensions of material makes it evident that things are quite fundamentally involved in the history of relationships between states – on the micro-level (individual objects), the meso-level (assemblages) and the meta-level (patterns of systems). The analysis of material dimensions can provide new insights into the specific texture that shapes the interrelations between states. It can deepen our knowledge of fundamental processes in (international) politics – processes of rapprochement and convergence, of dissociation and alienation as well as of establishing hierarchies – thereby essentially modifying our understanding of international relations.
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Matthew G. Stanard

The colonial past is never dead. It’s not even past: Histories of Empire, Decolonization, and European Cultures after 1945

Anmerkung: The author thanks Rick Fogarty, Johannes Paulmann, Jen Hoyt, and the anonymous reader at Jahrbuch für Europäische Geschichte for comments on earlier versions of this essay.

Abstract: History writing about empire is thriving, although few could have predicted this in the 1980s, when the field was moribund. This article examines the history and historiography of post-1945 empires and decolonization, observing how international and economic developments, combined with changes to the history profession, revived the field in the 1990s. From this resurgence emerged the “new imperial history,” with its focus on imperialism and culture, although some debate whether Europe ever developed a “colonial culture.” The essay assesses recent works on the legacies of empire and decolonization that indicate what we know about colonial culture at this juncture, and how it should be studied. It also identifies obstacles like missed collaborations between postcolonial studies and history writing, and terminological issues, including problems with the label “new imperial history.” The essay concludes by indicating directions for future research: into the forms of decolonization; toward greater inclusion of the “smaller” empires; toward fuller comparison of cultures and empires; and into migration’s effects on Europe.

Stepping off the tram at one downtown stop in Brussels back in 2002 or 2003, I noticed two men in a scuffle, one black, one white. It don’t know what started it, but my impression was that an accidental bump on the crowded platform set the white man off. I couldn’t hear their exchange as they confronted each other before parting ways, but there was no doubt what the white man yelled at the black man as he walked off, no more than a few meters away: “macaque!” – “monkey!”

One could interpret the white man’s outburst as a remnant of Belgium’s colonial past, meaning Europe’s “age of empire” had somehow lived on into even the 21st Century. Of course the colonial era sensu stricto is long over, the global community having embraced the principle of self-rule for all countries, including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the former Belgian Congo. The idea of any foreign country directly ruling any part of Africa, Asia, the Americas, or Europe for that matter is anathema. Yet the colonial past is still with us in the form of colonial mentalities, memories, and other “hangovers” of empire. A white man calling a black man a “monkey” in public in Brussels was not only shocking, it had a specific colonial resonance. Congolese Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, improvising part of his June 30, 1960, independence day speech before gathered dignitaries – including Belgium’s King Baudouin – declared, “Nous ne sommes plus vos macaques!” “We are no longer your monkeys!” Lumumba himself had been publicly insulted a few years earlier when a European woman yelled “sale macaque!” at him after he accidentally bumped into her on a Leopoldville (Kinshasa) street.

Many scholars now consider legacies of empire and decolonization to be not only important to European attitudes, identities, and cultures but in ways ubiquitous in everyday life. It is thus in retrospect surprising that colonial culture took so long to become a subject of historical inquiry. To address this and other issues, this essay begins with a sketch of the post-1945 history and historiography of empire before reflecting on what we can say about “European colonial culture” at this juncture, as well as how to study it. The essay highlights three state-of-the-art works by Bill Schwarz, Elizabeth Buettner, and Kalypso Nicolaïdis, Berny Sèbe, and Gabrielle Maas, each of which differs from the others in its line of attack. The essay concludes by identifying several areas where significant and interesting work remains to be done.

History and Historiography of European Empires

The end of formal overseas empires is one of the great stories of the post-World War II era. Alongside the Cold War’s apogee, nuclear weapons, a global population boom, the information age, the advent of the Anthropocene, and the Soviet Union’s demise, decolonization was central to the second half of the 20th Century. Europe’s massive overseas empires collapsed spectacularly in just three decades. Despite much violence, the 1950s and 1960s were hopeful years, with political independence having been achieved or restored in India (1947), China (1949), and then across most of Africa, the Middle East, and the rest of Asia. It was a sign of the times that many called the 1960s “the decade of Africa”.

During this same post-war era, history writing about nineteenth and twentieth century overseas empire remained limited. As history writing centered on the (formerly) colonial world waxed in the 1960s and 1970s, scholarship on the history of imperialism waned, or at least regarding Britain and France, two empires for which a significant historiography had developed. In other cases such scholarship had never taken off, for instance the history of Belgian colonialism, which had not attracted much attention within or beyond Belgium.
411 For years, Angelo del Boca struck a lonely figure among Italian historians and historians of Italy as he produced studies about that country’s African colonialism. As to Germany, scholars dwelled on questions of Nazi empire rather than the country’s earlier ambitions in Africa, China, the Near East, or the Pacific. Into the 1970s Portugal’s “third empire” remained current affairs. In general, the historiography of imperialism was weighted toward Europe’s “first” overseas empires, such as the Dutch Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (V.O.C., United East India Company), Britain’s seventeenth – eighteenth century empire, or the French in India and the Americas, with an emphasis on economics, strategy, diplomacy, and colonial administration. For some, this made the field rather conservative, even dull. The discipline had become so moribund by the early 1980s that David Fieldhouse asked whether imperial history, fallen and broken like Humpty Dumpty, could be “put back together again”.
412

It is telling that some who paved the way for a renaissance of the history of empire beginning in the late 1980s approached it either from other fields of history or other disciplines entirely. Edward Said, author of the hugely influential Orientalism (1978), was from the field of literary studies, for example. But why a revival at that point in time? By the late 1970s, an economic downturn, a decline in commodity prices, neo-colonialism, and development problems had taken the shine off early expectations in the formerly colonial world, and some turned to the past for explanation. Post-war and post-colonial immigration into Europe from Africa, the Caribbean, and South Asia had swelled the numbers of non-European immigrants, stirring memories and raising new issues. The post-1989 lifting of the Cold War refocused attention on imperialism as a framing global construct, as did growing concern with unbridled U.S. “imperial” power. A kind of coming to terms with World War II and the Holocaust – think of Jacques Chirac’s 1995 speech recognizing the French state’s responsibility in the Holocaust – freed up intellectual space and energy to revisit the misdeeds of colonial rule. Many scholars had turned from social history and Marxist theory toward anthropology, structuralism, and Michel Foucault for insights on power. Stuart Hall and the emergence of cultural studies in the U.K. and the flourishing of literary and postcolonial studies steered in the direction of a “cultural turn”, bolstered by post-structuralism and the so-called linguistic turn. The rediscovery of Antonio Gramsci propelled Subaltern Studies and the interrogation of silences in the archive. All this had historians not merely using gender, race, class, and nation to understand the past, but questioning those very categories and terms. Many thought these insights could be usefully applied to the study of recent empire.

Thus did the “imperial turn” or “new imperial history” arrive. The imperial turn invites scholars to emphasize representations of power (social, cultural, political), networks and flows of people and ideas, gender, race, language, identity, knowledge formation – including “colonial” knowledge – and to question the nation-state as a tool to understand the past. Dipesh Chakrabarty pushed to “provincialize Europe” by decentering Eurocentric theory and historical knowledge, undetected after-effects of the “age of empire”.
413 A central text was Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler’s Tensions of Empire, which called for studying empires within a “single analytic field”.
414 Rather than see the metropole at the center with colonies “out there”, they should be viewed within one space, even if, as I have argued elsewhere, it remains important to recognize distinctions between metropole and colony (or colonies) and among empires, making the single analytic field more appropriate in some cases than others.
415 At this point numerous works – I think of Gary Wilder’s The French Imperial Nation-State or Antoinette Burton’s Beyond the Imperial Turn – have challenged the idea that empires were relatively uncomplicated two-sided exchanges with “Europe” (or Britain, or France, etc.) a kind of unassailable beast extending its tentacles outward to command and reshape the world.
416 Still, this presumption continues to underpin some of the most recent scholarship in postcolonialism.
417

Academics at work in the U.S. and Britain were at the forefront of the “new imperial history” as it emerged against the “old”, and debate centered mainly on the British empire before spreading, in particular to address France and its erstwhile empire. Many working in other contexts, for example in Germany or Portugal, did not take up many of its tendencies or embrace its leading authors. While the imperial turn led to a more cosmopolitan historiography of empire, intellectual currents and theories circulated and were embraced in different ways in different countries. The ambit grew further with renewed interest in the “old” landed empires of the Romanovs, Ottomans, and Habsburgs. Scholarship moved beyond intersections of empire, culture, and society to embrace intra- and inter-imperial transfers, commonalities of structures, and the management of imperial formations including the handling of diversity.
418 Ambitious scholars have extended their optic geographically and temporally across world history, resulting in magisterial accounts. John Darwin’s global and comparative After Tamerlane: The Rise and Fall of Global Empires (2008) insists on the clout of non-European empires to the late 1700s and how Europe’s control in the Americas and India revolutionized international relations, economics, and culture to reorder the global balance of power. Frederick Cooper and Jane Burbank’s Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference (2011) explores “technologies” of imperial rule and how empires dating back to Rome managed difference among subject peoples (or failed to do so). Such global views, literally and figuratively, raise the question as to what “European” empire was, in practice or otherwise, or if it existed at all.


Maximalists and Minimalists: Culture and Empire

One of the most vibrant sub-fields in the resurgence of empire studies has been culture and imperialism. From one standpoint this is unsurprising because people long believed overseas empire and culture were necessarily intertwined, the diffusion of culture being fundamental to the so-called civilizing mission. Education spread European languages and values, and thus (for example) Kamara Laye at the end of his memoir L’enfant noir (The Dark Child, 1953) – written in French – leaves his home in French Guinea on a Paris-bound flight to continue his education. Urban design and architecture in colonial cities like Tsingtao, New Delhi, Tripoli, and Hanoi disseminated European ideas about rational planning, hygiene, aesthetics, and racial hierarchy. Missionaries extended the realm of Christendom, and so today the world’s largest church, the Basilique Notre-Dame de la Paix, is found in Yamoussoukro, Côte d’Ivoire. That these cultural transfers were long thought to have been one-way explains why it took so long for European “colonial culture” to garner much scrutiny. The inattention was itself a symptom of imperialism: Westerners presumed a superiority making their cultures immune from great influence. Sure, colonial issues affected diplomacy and economics, yet national narratives by master historians downplayed the significance of empire to European politics, society, or culture.
419 Even specialists long rejected the idea that empire influenced people’s everyday lives, two writing that in the French case, “Frenchmen remained stubbornly indifferent to colonial affairs […] they became colonialists only in a moment of national crisis.”
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Research over the past three decades has shown us otherwise. A key text is Said’s Orientalism, which revealed how Europe and its study of the Orient said more about the former than the latter. Rather than Europe being a fixed “thing” that projected itself overseas to distant lands, and that then knew those places and peoples as a result, Europe had been defined through imperialism – in particular the production of knowledge – and knew itself in reference to non-European “Others”. Not only did experts misapprehend their own knowledge about the world “out there”, it was the rest of the world that defined or shaped Europe rather than the other way around.

Pioneering work on cultures of empire focused on Britain, a milestone being John MacKenzie’s Propaganda and Empire. As an Africanist, MacKenzie (like Said) came at the history of imperialism as somewhat of an outsider.
421 His scholarship unveiled ways in which empire became so fundamental to British culture that it went largely unnoticed, be it in literature, theater, film, board games, advertising, postcards, or expositions.
422 Works that followed – including many in the Studies in Imperialism series at Manchester University Press that MacKenzie founded – showed how the empire had “come home” in myriad ways, in some ways “making” Britain in fundamental respects.
423 Studies in Imperialism recently passed 100 volumes, commemorated by Andrew Thompson’s Writing Imperial Histories that reflects on the state of scholarship and MacKenzie’s legacy.
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Studies of the “imperial experience” in other cases followed, for example in that of France, its empire, and culture.
425 Interest in Germany’s overseas empire grew, jolted in part by work coming out of U.S. German studies programs, sometimes home to German scholars, for example the late Susanne Zantop. The interdisciplinarity and openness to cultural and postcolonial studies of such programs showed in the work of Zantop, Lora Wildenthal, and Marcia Klotz, among others, who unearthed how empire (real or imagined) affected Germany; for instance how colonial intermarriage influenced German citizenship laws, how colonial tropes reinforced a Weimar-era sense of victimhood, and potential links between colonial genocide and the Holocaust.
426 Works by Margarida Calafate Ribeiro, Alex Keese, Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo, António Costa Pinto, Juan B. Vilar, and Andreas Stucki have extended the optic to the Iberian empires of the 1800s and 1900s, as others have for Italy.
427 Essays in Vincent Viaene, Bambi Ceuppens, and David Van Reybrouck’s Congo in België and my own work have taken up the Belgian case.
428 MacKenzie himself then embraced this growing cosmopolitanism by producing European Empires and the People, whose essays invite comparison of the “imperial experiences” of Britain, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy and Germany.
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Many agree empire profoundly (re)shaped European cultures, but not everyone. One can identify “maximalists” and “minimalists”, the former of whom see empire prevalent in European cultures, from artwork to literature to self-identity to notions of race, class, or gender. Maximalists in the French case believe it impossible to understand French conceptions of citizenship or republicanism without understanding how empire molded them.
430 One can point to foods with obvious colonial connections (Banania in France, tikka masala in England), everyday consumer goods from tropical (i.e., colonial or formerly colonial) regions (tea, sugar, palm oil, cocoa), to knowledge, its production, and its ordering. Major institutions like the British Museum or Antwerp’s Institute for Tropical Medicine owe their very existence to overseas expansion. The development of European sciences is in many ways inseparable from colonialism. Fenneke Sysling has shown how, “Dutch anthropology was shaped above all by its empire in the east. […] The first half of the twentieth century may well be considered the heyday of Dutch anthropology, partly thanks to the colonies that provided opportunities for more research in this period.”
431 Academic disciplines like anthropology emerged not prior to and somehow “above” the colonial situation before radiating outward to the world but simultaneous with and from the colonial experience.
432

Minimalists downplay the significance of empire. To the contention that the imperial experience somehow constituted “Britishness” or “Britain”, John Darwin counters in Unfinished Empire that:

contrary to what is sometimes suggested, Britain was not in any obvious way a product of empire. It was not ‘constituted’ by empire […] its English core was already an exceptionally strong and culturally unified state (taking language and law as the most obvious criteria) long before it acquired an empire beyond Europe.
433

In The Absent-Minded Imperialists, Bernard Porter examines a litany of British cultural manifestations to show how the common person took little notice of empire.
434 If Europe was so imbued with empire, to follow Porter, why did enthusiasts produce so many films, put on so many exhibitions, found so many colonial institutes, teach the colonies in the classroom, build monuments, and create so much propaganda – and over so many years – to stimulate pro-empire attitudes? Because in fact the population remained unconvinced, unaffected, and unmoved. Less contentious is whether empire had affected Europe by the interwar era; even Porter admits the possibility that empire had made inroads into British culture by the early 1900s.
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Porter’s book elicited lively rejoinders from Antoinette Burton, MacKenzie, and others, just as Darwin’s provoked a blistering critique from Bill Schwarz.
436 Porter’s skeptical review of MacKenzie’s European Empires and the People has remained one of Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History’s “most read” articles online for months if not years, suggesting the intensity of the dispute.
437 The debate raises three questions about how to study empire, Europe, and their history into the post-1945 era. First there is the question of who is correct, maximalists or minimalists, a debate that at this point has played itself out. We can safely conclude it is not an either-or proposition. Of greater significance is the debate over shared understandings of what is a proper focus of historical study. Are discourse, the production of knowledge, ideas about culture, and the scholar’s position vis-à-vis his or her subject suitable objects of historical study, or should scholars study more “traditional” objects such as economics, diplomacy, and politics? A third and related argument is whether certain tools, such as particular theoretical approaches or borrowings, are useful or even appropriate. Many who have taken the “imperial turn” embrace “theory” broadly speaking whereas, as Schwarz puts it, Porter “offers an intransigently literal reading of the evidence.”
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Echoes, Echoes

The above quote is drawn from Bill Schwarz’s The White Man’s World (2011), the first volume in a planned Memories of Empire trilogy. Bringing in Schwarz’s outstanding book at this point allows this essay to turn to another key question about research into culture and empire, not whether a theoretical or empirical approach is better but whether European culture and empire are best addressed through comparative study or on a case-by-case basis. Comparison of Schwarz’s study with two other recent, exemplary works illustrates the variety of possible lines of attack as well as some of the latest findings in this field. What is more, the contrasting backgrounds of the authors and editors of these books reveal the interdisciplinarity of the study of empire and culture at this point. Schwarz, author of The White Man’s World, did undergraduate work in English and History at York University, graduate study at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), and is now Professor in the School of English and Drama at Queen Mary, University of London. His CCCS roots are reflected in the fact that he is both hard at work on Memories of Empire volumes two and three – The Caribbean Comes to England and Postcolonial England – and editor of the series “The Writings of Stuart Hall” with Duke University Press. Gabrielle Maas, Kalypso Nicolaïdis, and Berny Sèbe, like the contributors to their collective volume discussed below, approach the study of empire from different disciplines. Maas and Sèbe both took doctorates in history at Oxford. She, formerly of the Institute of Historical Research, is now an independent scholar, whereas Sèbe is Senior Lecturer in colonial and postcolonial studies at the University of Birmingham (U.K.). Kalypso Nicolaïdis, who holds a Ph.D. in Political Economy and Government from Harvard, is at St. Anthony’s College, where she focuses on international relations, global governance, and European integration. Buettner, also discussed below, is a History Ph.D. (University of Michigan) who is today Professor of Modern History at the University of Amsterdam.

The most common approach for studying empire’s cultural reverberations in the metropole is to limit the scope to one national experience. This is the approach White Man’s World takes. Yet Schwarz’s study is not “limited”, for his analysis is expansive and his learning deep, though he wears it lightly. Starting with Enoch Powell’s 1968 “Rivers of Blood” speech that warned against postcolonial immigration to Britain in apocalyptic terms, Schwarz works backward to explore how empire made Britain in specific ways. He focuses on the “imperial experience” in England, Australia, and south-central Africa, and the development of conceptions of whiteness, which were forged on real or metaphorical colonial frontiers, for instance 1800s Australia or 1970s Rhodesia. Ideas of whiteness and Britishness then fed back to the metropole, later to be agitated through the workings of memory. Keeping the focus on one case, the British Empire, allows Schwarz the room to work through methodological problems, most prominently the mechanisms of memory and history, as well as to scrutinize particular issues or figures in depth. To point to just one example, Schwarz examines the life and career of Anglo-Australian Henry Parkes, who was born in England and made a career in New South Wales. In their strivings to ensure Australia be a “white man’s country”, colonists like Parkes defined whiteness. It was more on the colonial frontier than anywhere in the metropole that such notions congealed. “Confronted by alien peoples and by an alien landscape, the white man in the colony could more fully realize himself than his counterpart in the metropole.”
439 England then learned “from its frontier societies how to become a properly white man’s country.”
440 Memory later catalyzed the (re)activation of racial conceptions. Australia’s founding in 1901, for instance, passed unnoticed in Britain at the time, but memory later made the moment, retroactively, one of great import when (white) colony and (white) metropole fought side by side during World War II.
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Schwarz’s nuanced, careful analysis makes it one of the most innovative and persuasive studies of empire and British culture to date. And yet a reader of White Man’s World who knew little about the subject might conclude the imperial experience affected Britons uniquely or even exclusively when in fact there are many parallels with histories of other colonial metropoles.
442 One means to escape the limitations of the in-depth one-nation approach is to gather expert essays to forge a broad-ranging, comparative study, an excellent example of which is Kalypso Nicolaïdis, Gabrielle Maas, and Berny Sèbe’s 2015 Echoes of Empire. Memory, Identity and Colonial Legacies. This co-edited book emerged from a conference, and the editors then cast a broader net to include other essays, bringing together historians of empire with students of contemporary global and European Union (EU) politics.

Nicolaïdis, Sèbe, and Maas draw our attention to obvious echoes of empire, for example in economics, but also to “places where colonial ideas live on less as practice than as pervasive mindsets or frameworks of power relations.”
443 Not all are cultural, such as ways in which empire continues to reverberate in economic and political neo-imperialism. The volume addresses not only Europe but also the Americas, India, Russia, and China, each of the book’s four sections capped by a reflective or personal essay. The volume’s opening section examines imperialism from “the receiving end” in the Americas, Africa, and India, while a second looks at imperialistic traditions in Europe and the U.S., for instance Ali Parchami’s analysis of how the British and Americans not only referenced ancient Rome’s dominion to justify their later empires, but exercised power in ways that paralleled Rome’s. Despite U.S. rejection of any label of imperialism, the Roman Republic’s idea of imperium – hegemony through power, not territorial control – matches U.S. conceptions of global power.
444 The collection’s third group of essays delves into “the imperial roots of normative ambitions which buttress the EU project and the reminiscent echoes of the universalist claims which sustained imperial projects”, while a final section takes an even broader perspective with essays on empire’s reverberations in the international order, LGBT activism, and globalization, among others.
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The book’s scope is global, even if most essays center on Europe, European empire, and the EU. Although most chapters are brief, almost all of them provide essential background on their subjects, a necessity considering that no reader can be familiar with all the book’s many subjects. An example is Vinícius Rodrigues Vieira’s incisive comparison of Brazil and India’s differing development trajectories in which he provides context for his argument as to how colonial legacies map onto Brazil and India’s incorporation into the world economy. Certain essays present original research on specific topics, such as Christopher Harding’s on the roots of Japan’s imperialism that links the personal and political to argue its empire was in ways inward-looking and rooted in a sense of insecurity. Other chapters are thought pieces, still others short surveys, for instance Zhu Liqun and Feng Jicheng’s essay on China’s search for identity in the face of Western imperialism, which breaks no new ground.

The volume is comparative in multiple ways, including within essays, as seen in Rodrigues Vieira’s chapter on India and Brazil or Parchami’s comparison of U.S. and British discourses on empire. Dimitar Bechev’s essay “From the Soviet Bloc to the New Middle Ages” compares three imperial moments in East-Central European history: Soviet domination, the “rediscovery” of pre-1918 empire-building, and the EU – a “post-modern” or “neo-medieval” empire to some. Dane Kennedy’s essay on “Imperial Parasitism” juxtaposes non-European and European would-be empire-builders during the late-1800s era of high imperialism. Alexander Morrison sees similar attitudes among administrators of Russian borderlands and the French in Algeria, the British in India, and settlers in the U.S. West. The volume prompts implicit comparisons by inviting the reader to draw her or his own, especially Part II’s essays on imperial legacies in the U.S., U.K., Europe, Turkey, Russia and Japan, respectively. Some chapters meditate on the EU in light of Europe’s past colonial efforts, overseas or Continental, although neither Napoleonic nor Nazi empire enters the picture.

One would be hard pressed to set down Echoes of Empire without being convinced empire is central to understanding the recent past and the world today. Some essays confirm what we already know – Emily Jones and Clara Weinhardt discuss the long shadow cast by the imperial past over trade relations between former colonial powers and colonies – others how colonial echoes shape European norms, or attitudes toward Africa, eastern Europeans, or LGBT people in the non-Western world. Another point is the colonial roots of European integration. Nicolaïdis calls the standard narrative of European integration, which glosses over any colonial associations, the EU’s “virgin birth” story. Peo Hansen and Stefan Jonsson elsewhere refer to this “foundational tale of origins” as the EU’s “Immaculate Conception”.
446 In Echoes of Empire, Hansen and Jonsson argue that integration was directly connected to the “Eurafrica” project, and that the virgin birth story obfuscates the EU’s emergence from the chrysalis of empire. Hansen and Jonsson have made this argument numerous times, and here again they overstate the case.
447 Although space does not allow a thorough discussion, suffice it to refer to one example: Belgium and the Congo. Because Belgians feared outside involvement might undermine colonial authority, they opposed any integration and staunchly defended the independence of the Congo from external interference, be it from NATO, the European community, other allies, or the United Nations. Although Belgian statesmen and colonial officials might have used the term Eurafrica, it is important not to confuse rhetoric with reality. In any case, in Echoes, Nicolaïdis is suggestive, urging us to take the opportunity of the post-2008 crisis moment to rethink the EU and Europe in a “non-European” world, meaning both one in which a non-European country, the U.S., predominates (one might soon add China), and mentally: to recognize the world is not the one of the past 300 years or so, dominated by Europe. More such self-awareness and self-reflexivity when confronting imperial legacies is needed to move toward more full decolonization, in the former colonial world and Europe.
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An alternative way to tackle culture and empire is the single-author, wide-ranging study, an amazing example of which is Liz Buettner’s Europe after Empire. Buettner is right to point out that, “[d]espite the profusion of insightful academic work about how distinct ex-metropoles experienced losing their empires and felt their legacy, scholarship concerning similar topics in different countries usually exists within a bubble, making few connections with parallel processes occurring elsewhere within decolonizing and postcolonial Europe.”
449 Europe after Empire seeks to persuade readers “it is no longer possible to examine late colonialism, decolonization, migrations to Europe, approaches to multicultural societies, and imperial memories and legacies through a single national-imperial lens.”
450 Buettner substantiates this by examining decolonization and cultures of empire in not one or two but five cases: France, Britain, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Portugal. The analysis begins with case-by-case overviews of decolonization with particular emphases: Britain, India, the Commonwealth, and the family metaphor; World War II and the Vichy-Free France rivalry among French colonies; Portugal and “lusotropicalism”; among others. Each early chapter makes a nod to culture in the metropole: a quick look at Dr. No (Britain); at Banania and Babar (France); at Hergé’s Tintin in the Congo (Belgium). Focus then shifts to movements of people – non-European immigration and colonial repatriates, including those of mixed race – and resultant changes to European identities and cultures. One danger to the book’s country-by-country approach is “siloing”, and Europe after Empire ends up presenting five national stories rather than a broad picture of Europe’s experience with the end of empire. Moments of comparison are few and far between, and Buettner leaves it to the reader to tease out comparisons. Moreover, readers looking for numerous analyses of cultural creations such as films, radio programs, novels, advertising, or theatrical productions will be disappointed.

Still, Buettner’s book is an incredible achievement. The numbers she provides on migration are a great resource. How often are we faced with bare facts, such as that 38,000 of some 88,000 Belgians fled the Congo within a month of its independence? Or that by World War II only 30–35,000 French nationals lived among some 20 million Vietnamese, meaning that during the 1946–54 Indochina War more French soldiers than colonials lived there? What is more, Buettner knows the literature. Whether it is India’s partition, the Congo Crisis, Indo-Surinamese in the Netherlands, or Portugal’s retornados: she has read everything. If I could recommend one book to any student interested in this subject, it would be Buettner’s. Its comprehensiveness gives it a bit of a feel of a reference book, but the writing is so smooth and the brief forays into cultural analyses so engaging – of Luc Tuymans’s Mwana Kitoko, Claire Etcherelli’s Élise ou la vraie vie, London’s Notting Hill Carnival, Matonge en Couleurs in Brussels – general readers will enjoy it as well.

Considering Europe after Empire alongside White Man’s World and Echoes of Empire makes clear that one factor at work in recent years is generational change. A number of prominent scholars came upon “empire” as a historical subject serendipitously, including some leading U.S. historians. Others came from families rooted in the colonial experience, whether from having been born in a colony (e.g., Benjamin Stora, Algeria), been raised in one (John MacKenzie, Zambia), having married a former colonial (e.g., Guy Vanthemsche), or being an Indian- or British-born “child of decolonization” like Dipesh Chakrabarty, Mrinalini Sinha, or Phillipa Levine.
451 The paradigms at work in analyses of empire change as the personal and temporal distance grows from the object of study. Bill Schwarz’s Memories of Empire represents a culmination, of a kind, of a distinguished career (he joined the CCCS for graduate work in the mid-1970s) that overlapped with the decolonization era. By contrast Buettner (b. 1967) and Sèbe (b. 1978) are 2006 and 2007 alumni, respectively of Wm. Roger Louis’s Decolonization Seminar for “young historians” in Washington, D.C. (as is the present author, 2011). Echoes of Empire crosses generations by including essays from newly-minted Ph.D.’s, mid-career scholars like Kalypso Nicolaïdis (Ph.D. 1993), and scholars with long careers, including Dane Kennedy, John MacKenzie, and Bernard Porter. One could extend this to find generational change at work in other contexts, for instance the historiography of Belgian colonialism. An early generation (Jean-Luc Vellut, Jan Vansina, Daniel Vangroenweghe, Bogumil Jewsiewicki, and the late Jean Stengers) was followed by another (Zana Etambala, Guy Vanthemsche), and now a whole new one has emerged including, among others, Amandine Lauro, Pierre-Luc Plasman, Véronique Bragard, Enika Ngongo, Anne-Sophie Gijs, David Van Reybrouck, and Bérengère Piret.


Directions for future research

In addition to highlighting the importance of generational change, reading Schwarz, Buettner, and Nicolaïdis, Maas, and Sèbe’s books together offers a persuasive case for the maximalists, that is, that recent empire was transformative for Europe and its cultures. Much work still remains to be done to refine the terms of debate and to uncover basic facts. One area in need of attention is a clarification of terms. Both “imperial turn” and “the new imperial history” probably deserve to be jettisoned because they are confusing, impractical, and unnecessarily provocative. In many ways the “new imperial history” was not so new as it developed in the 1990s, considering the earlier work of Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon, among others. Contemporaries referred to the burst of late-19th Century empire-building as the “New Imperialism”, and many continue to do so. Because the “New Imperialism” is often the subject of the “new imperial history”, this creates potential confusion for those embarking on study in this area, for instance undergraduates. Unlike a movement or school – empiricism, the Annales, psychohistory – a “turn” implies an orthodoxy or a blanket shift; that everyone is on board, or ought to be. Many scholars indicate the imperial turn has “happened”, including Buettner.
452 Antoinette Burton also believes so, to the point that we can move “beyond” it.
453 The truth is, many have not taken the turn.
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Other problematic terms are “postcolonial” and “postcolonialism”, words used so often and embracing so much they risk meaning nothing. “Postcolonial” can refer to the political situation in former colonies or metropoles following formal independence; it can indicate the time period after around 1947–75; it can label research examining that era; sometimes it references a critical position, yet a capacious one embracing many problems and approaches. Considering the term’s many connotations and almost boundless applicability, postcolonial studies is paradoxically restricted: it is situated mainly in literary studies, many historians pay it little heed, and it is overwhelmingly anglophone, and only to a limited extent francophone.
455 Considering that many scholars of postcolonialism will be the first to admit we continue to live in a world shaped by imperialism – thus anything but “post”-colonial – another term or terms might be in order, even if, as Robert Young notes, no one has found a better one yet.
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To outsiders it must seem odd there are only modest mutual influences and overlap between postcolonial studies and the historiography of twentieth-century empire, decolonization, and after.
457 That this remains true is unfortunate considering that the strongest studies of colonial culture and history are often those melding cultural studies, postcolonial studies, and research into memory and history. The problem – from the historian’s viewpoint – is that too many investigations in the fields of cultural studies, postcolonial studies, or the so-called new imperial history are textual analyses so removed from historical significance as to lose much purchase for understanding of why and how things changed over time. I think of the joke about the French proclivity for theory: Someone proposes an effective business plan before the board of a multinational corporation, after which the board’s French member asks, “The idea works fine in practice, but does it work in theory?” Students of colonial culture and postcolonialism ought to be as attuned to how things worked out in practice as they did in theory. In a 2006 survey of literature on the British empire, Richard Price lamented that “the structure of argument to be found in some statements of the new imperial history is an untidy mix of broad conceptual claims jumbled with worthy political statements, intermixed with dismissive derision of those who practice ‘old’ or ‘reactionary’ imperial history.”
458 I am not sure, ten years on now, how far we have gotten beyond this.

Of course, there are different ways one can measure the mutual influence between history and postcolonialism. Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy, both of whom have influenced history writing, had personal roots in empire, suggesting a fundamental back-and-forth between empire, cultural studies, postcolonial studies, and historiography. But taking a broader view suggests the mutual influence is not as great as it ought to be. From the vantage point of postcolonial studies, the practice of history remains stubbornly rooted in empiricism. Even if history is more art than science, historians still default to archival sources and other hard evidence of past realities, and many subscribe to objectivity as a fuzzy if unattainable guiding ideal. This has little hold in postcolonial studies, which relies more on close readings of texts, sometimes of dubious representativeness. From the viewpoint of the historiography of empire, Césaire, Fanon, Homi Bhabha, Robert Young and others have reshaped how historians think about the past but have had less effect on the practice of history. There are leading historians, some in the midst of highly successful careers, who surely must recognize the value of insights from Subaltern Studies, postcolonial studies, and so forth, but who do not go very far to incorporate them into new work. There are also historians who, for whatever reasons – generational, ideological, or otherwise – choose to take little from postcolonial studies.
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It is in any case necessary that when it comes to empire, decolonization, and society in the post-1945 era, that scholars prove what they are trying to show and demonstrate how culture had real-world effects and vice versa. This does not mean adhering to a strict empiricism. This is one of the great payoffs of White Man’s World, because Schwarz grapples with this issue like a master. Consider one minor but telling example, his discussion of one Australian’s sense of white solidarity. J. B. Jukes was a scientist aboard the HMS Fly sailing off Australia’s coast in the 1840s when he witnessed an Aborigine kill a fellow crew member. Jukes wrote that he “felt that the life of one of my own shipmates, whatever his rank might be, was far dearer to me than that of a wilderness of savages.” Was Jukes’s reaction representative? Schwarz admits Jukes might have been “unusually reflective”, but asserts that “there is no reason to think that the feelings he described were unique”, corroborating the latter assertion with evidence.
460 Schwarz’s modesty and his candor regarding the tenuousness of certain conclusions coupled with his extensive research and close readings contributes to his argument’s persuasiveness that first empire and later memories of empire during the decolonization era shaped British conceptions of race and Britishness. Others, the present author included, would be wise to follow his example.

Another problem to overcome in analyses of culture and empire is the paradoxical lumping together of all “imperialists” or “whites”. Perhaps this results from the fact that much historians’ training in recent years has emphasized history from the ground up: social history, Alltagsgeschichte, Subaltern Studies and other approaches, all valorizing the voiceless and powerless. Some scholars go to great lengths to unearth the experiences of the subaltern, read against the grain, and undermine colonial-era generalizations and stereotypes – “the African” or “the Oriental” – including imagined (not to say unimportant) global racial hierarchies.
461 But in this effort, a similar mistake is often made of lumping all Europeans together to create a reductionist picture. The classic critique of Edward Said’s Orientalism is that in breaking down monolithic European understandings and reproductions of “the Orient”, he generalized across diverse fields of study, people, nationalities, and perspectives to paint a homogeneous vision of European knowledge and its production. This paradoxical lumping together continues to occur. Take for example Terri Francis’s essay on “Josephine Baker’s Cinematic Celebrity” in Paris, Capital of the Black Atlantic (2013), which at one point addresses ethnographic spectacles in cinema and music halls. Francis writes that “the European audience member had one way of looking at foreign peoples: as objects.”
462 There is an irony when critiques of reductionist “Western” views of non-Europeans end up oversimplifying in turn regarding different peoples or points of view in Europe or the United States.

Avoiding simplified interpretations is a challenge when assessing the effects of migration, including post-colonial migration, on European societies. Buettner examines how immigration of formerly-colonized peoples reshaped Europe’s populations and societies. Consider the longstanding issue among Belges “de souche” or “oorspronkelijke” Belgen (“native” Belgians) regarding the country’s north-south divisions. The debate registers little with recent immigrants from North Africa or other formerly colonized lands, and since these now comprise a significant percentage of Belgium’s population, this changes the debate. Elsewhere Buettner makes the excellent point about how French of North African descent (second- and third-generation) accused of not assimilating insist they are integrated, because whatever you think of them, they are now part of France; they are not “outside” the country. Nonetheless Buettner’s analysis more often falls into the rut of examining views (French, Portuguese, Dutch, etc.) on the colonial past and postcolonial present as if migration had not altered the makeup of European populations and societies over time. One gets little sense of the views of French of Algerian descent – of whom there are millions – on colonialism, or those of Britons of West Indian descent regarding the end of empire. The number of Congolese in Belgium before 1960 approached zero, whereas today citizens and denizens of Congolese descent there number many thousands. Still, Buettner largely treats these people as if they were “outside” Belgian society somehow. The reader infers there was some fixed society – “Belgium” or “the Netherlands” or “Britain” – that reacted to things like immigrants in particular ways across decades as opposed to the society itself being in flux. Thus the strange point that in France, youths of North African descent were “viewed” or “feared” in certain ways. So French youths of Maghrebi descent feared themselves? The frequent recourse to the passive voice often obscures who is doing the viewing, recalling, or believing.

Ongoing work also needs to incorporate smaller empires and colonization efforts that do not necessarily “fit” the prototype, namely the British and French empires, which have assumed archetypal status in a kind of riff on the Sonderweg thesis. Consider a lacuna in the scholarship on culture and empire: Spain. I still remember my historian’s delight when I found out Spain was the last remaining European state with territories on the African continent, namely the exclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, bordering Morocco. This was sometime in summer 2002, coincidentally just before Spain sent troops to the unoccupied island of Perejil, which lies a mere 250 meters off the Mediterranean coast of Morocco, just south of Gibraltar. (Spain retook the island with force after Moroccan soldiers occupied it.) My wife is from Spain, and I discussed this with my Spanish family, sharing my surprise to learn that Spain still controlled not only the Isla de Perejil but also two small parts of Morocco. They quickly corrected me: Ceuta and Melilla were not part of Morocco, they were Spanish North Africa. That they bordered Morocco was incidental.

Although recent colonialism affected and continues to affect Spain, examinations of empire and Spanish culture almost always leave off at Spain’s 1898 losses and the “Generación de ‘98”, that anguished intellectual reawakening, evident mainly in literature, that followed the collapse of Spain’s once globe-spanning empire. Nevertheless 1898 was not the inevitable denouement of a crumbling imperialism. Josep Fradera has shown how Spain intensified its control over its remaining overseas possessions in the 1800s, for example making Cuba more profitable than ever.
463 The 1939 Nationalist victory in Spain’s Civil War witnessed a rejuvenated imperialistic spirit.
464 Even if this renewed impulse disintegrated as possibilities foreclosed when the tide of war turned against the Axis allies in 1942, Spain continued to rule overseas, ending its protectorate in Morocco only in 1956, fighting the Ifni War with Morocco (1957–58), granting Spanish Guinea (Equatorial Guinea) independence in 1968, and only in 1975 ceding authority over Spanish Sahara (Western Sahara). The Canary Islands remain an integral part of Spain, as do Ceuta and Melilla.
465 One only has to look at the candy Conguitos, with its old-fashioned racist depiction of an African child on its packaging, or take in the disproportionate focus on Cuban or Latin American affairs on Spanish news to realize that the colonial past is not past.

When casting a broader net, how to incorporate Spain? How do you include Russia, Japan, or the U.S.? And what about other imperializing powers like Ethiopia, or British dominions South Africa and Australia? One method is that of Echoes of Empire: comparison via expansive collections of expert studies. Another is to include smaller empires via wide-ranging synthetic single-author analysis, a daunting prospect, as the (hopefully many) readers of Buettner’s Europe after Empire will realize. That said, the scholarship in this field has reached such proportions it is unreasonable to expect anyone to know all the literature in depth. Buettner’s ability to master the scholarship on “merely” five empires is astounding. Future work needs to move toward explicit transnational comparisons and analyses. Buettner insists “on the importance of Europe itself as an object of historical scholarship”, and criticizes other studies for “making few connections with parallel processes occurring elsewhere with decolonizing and postcolonial Europe.”
466 It might be more useful to think of imperial “webs” within and across which ideas and people exchanged and processes occurred, webs not necessarily centered on Europe. Occasionally Buettner does call the reader’s attention to such connections. It is fascinating to read how Charles de Gaulle considered Portugal when contemplating the future during the era of decolonization, worrying about France: “Va-t-elle se portugaliser?”
467 She also points to how British ex-colonials might have found Portugal an attractive place to live because of “the Estado Novo’s stubborn hold on Africa”.
468 But as noted, such moments in her book are rare, and there are innumerable cases of missed associations. Yes, the British believed they were the “best” colonial rulers.
469 But so did the Belgians (because they were the most diligent), the French (bearers of a universal culture), and the Portuguese (because members of a unique pluricontinental entity with half a millennium of overseas history). What Buettner writes of post-World War II Dutch longings to hang on to their empire could also be said, mutatis mutandis, of the French Fourth Republic: “The return of peace brought with it a Dutch political system that produced a recalcitrant state policy pitted against decolonization or even compromise. […] Dutch public opinion, although not unanimous, by and large endorsed the stance of political elites who prioritized maintaining the Indies and fighting the Republic [of Indonesia].”
470 Just as some in the Netherlands pushed “for the creation of a Netherlands-Indonesian Union symbolically presided over by the Dutch crown”, so did Belgians toy with the idea of a Belgo-Congolese federation joined by the monarchy.
471 Killings in 1947–48 in India and Pakistan confirmed diehard empire supporters in their belief that British colonial rule was worthy.
472 Although Belgian former colonials were perhaps more reticent out of sheer embarrassment at the 1960–65 Congo Crisis, the trauma of Congo’s independence and its consequences had similar effects, and Belgians’ views paralleled those of their British confrères. Not only former French colonials but also Belgian returnees from the Congo looked back on the 1950s as a “golden age”.
473

Another direction for future scholarship is toward even greater openness to the complexity of empire’s constellations and reactions to them. Many scholars decry the inequality, racism, sexism, brute force, and authoritarianism that were part and parcel of imperialism, and for good reason. If such views morph into presuppositions about how history happened, there is the risk of prejudging the colonized as victim or the colonizer as perpetrator rather than actors with agency – albeit of differing degrees and kinds – hindering assessment of what happened when, how, and why, the basics of history. Take for example studies of “human zoos”, on the face of it obnoxious examples of the manipulation and exploitation of “natives”. The 1958 Brussels World’s Fair’s Congo section included an “African” village housing Congolese artisans behind fences. They eventually pleaded to leave Brussels early because of abuse: Visitors asked to inspect their teeth, or see the color of the palms of their hands; some threw food at them over the fence. Yet Conal McCarthy, who has studied ethnographic displays of Māori in colonial-era New Zealand museums and exhibitions, suggests a complex picture of native participation in museum displays or exhibitions. Mixed-race Maggie Papkura (Makereti), for one, took the initiative to organize troupes to perform in parts of the British empire. McCarthy concludes that, “ethnographic exhibitions, favourite targets of critical discourse analysis, reflect the messy process of their production and reception, and uncover different responses from developers, participants and visitors, despite the undoubted ethnocentrism of the day.”
474 Colonialist exhibits of non-Europeans and their cultures were not always, perhaps never simple one-sided situations of domination. Being more unguarded in one’s approach to the subject means being open to all forms of agency.

We also ought to be more careful when it comes to investigating memory, culture, public commemoration, and empire and decolonization, including being clear what we mean when we use the word “memory”. As Roberta Pergher observes, the term,

functions at best as a rather imprecise and overworked metaphor for the processes of public communication through which the past is described, re-enacted, and refracted by people who often have no direct recollection of the events in question. It is questionable whether the social knowledge of the past can be adequately conveyed as “memory,” particularly when that knowledge is made up of a thousand different perceptions and judgments, which seem to go far beyond the act of recall.
475

Once again White Man’s World can act as a guide even if – as at other moments in this essay – there is not enough space to do justice to Schwarz’s analysis. Among other things, he considers memory as it works in public and private; the interplay of recall and forgetting; the contributions of psychoanalysis to our understandings of memory; how memories are lost or reactivated; and how memories are able to form of things that we never experienced. All this provides a nuanced picture of memory’s functioning.

An additional subject deserving of more study is how imperialism not only reshaped Europe’s cultures in the post-1945 era but also its states, and not just empire and decolonization but the form of decolonization. Best known are the 1954–62 Algerian War’s effects. That conflict’s 1958 crisis led to de Gaulle’s accession to power, the Fourth Republic’s demise, and the creation of the Fifth. Not only did France adopt a new constitution, Algeria’s loss changed ideas about the Republic and citizenship, as Todd Shepard has shown. France had to “invent” decolonization, and it became a force, a “tide of History” – history with a capital H. For decades the French had been telling themselves Algeria was part of France, and absent History’s inevitability, they might not have accepted the unprecedented abandonment of extending liberté, egalité, fraternité to all parts of the republic.
476 Calling out for more study is how the loss of the empire’s uniting force connects to the late-twentieth century devolution of power to Scotland and Wales in the U.K. and Welsh, Scottish, and English nationalism.
477 Portugal’s 1974 Carnation Revolution is another example of decolonization “coming home”. No one knew better than the military that Portugal’s long-running colonial wars were futile, leading to an army revolt against the Estado Novo. More than that, as Buettner shows, Portuguese identity shifted: the country was no longer lusotropical or pluricontinental, but rather European. To what extent did the loss of colonies shape republican Italy’s beginnings? Italians tend to view empire as “an excrescence of Fascist rule”,
478 but expansionism overseas was part and parcel of the liberal state as it sought legitimacy from the late 1800s, and the Kingdom of Italy was involved in colonialism for some 61 (1882–1943) of its 85 years (1861–1946).
479 There has been little coming to terms with the Italian colonial past, surely because problems of the fascist period overshadowed those of the colonial era, and because Italy faced no violent anti-colonial war of liberation, losing its colonies as it did to Britain during World War II.

Decolonization’s reshaping of state and society in post-1945 Belgium also merits further investigation. In my travels I have seen or heard many echoes of empire in that country, from colonial monuments that still dot the landscape, to a white man calling someone macaque in public, to the Matonge neighborhood in Brussels that is known for its Congolese character. But in ways empire and decolonization’s influences are more profound. Belgium’s colony prolonged the influence of the country’s francophone bourgeoisie and was a privileged field of action for the Catholic Church, a traditional pillar of society. Congo’s independence was followed by the beginning of the end of the unitary state in Belgium and the precipitous decline of the Church. The degree which these developments are interrelated remains largely uninvestigated, suggesting yet another path for researchers to follow.
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