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Events do not happen; events are produced. An occurrence becomes an
event only when certain groups in society pay attention to it, consider it
important, speak and write about it, react to it, and remember it. Thus
events are socially constructed. This does not mean, however, that they
are pure constructs. At their starting point, they have acts and occur-
rences that are very real indeed.

A good example of the social construction of an event is Max Hodel’s
attempt to assassinate Kaiser Wilhelm I on May 11, 1878. As the German
emperor states in his handwritten notes, he did not notice the attack.
Absorbed in a conversation with his daughter, he heard shots but did not
think he was the target. Only when his daughter, the grand duchess of
Baden, told him later what she had seen did he begin to understand that
somebody had intended to kill him. And only then did he realize “that a
crime was involved here !”! Although the emperor had not noticed
Hodel’s attempt on his life, the plot immediately became a first-class
event. Half an hour after the incident, masses of people had collected in
front of the Hohenzollern palace, cheering enthusiastically to express
their sympathy for the monarch. The emperor had to repeatedly appear
on the balcony for the public.” That evening, Wilhelm I went to the opera
and the theater. Along the way, the streets were decorated with flags and
illuminated with Bengal lights, bright flames burning in different colors.
When he entered the opera house, the whole audience rose, greeting him
with frenzied cheers and singing the national anthem accompanied by
the orchestra.’ On the same day, the Frankfurter Zeitung in its evening
edition printed two telegraphic dispatches dealing with the events in
Berlin.* The next morning, the paper reported the events on the front
page and tried to establish its own version of the case. It insisted that, just
as was the case in England, all attempts to assassinate the sovereign
should be considered acts of insanity, at least until there was enough

GHI BULLETIN No. 40 (SprING 2007) 91



information about the assassin and his motives to allow clear judgments.”
In this way, the liberal paper tried to caution against rash political inter-
pretations already making the rounds, which blamed the assassination
attempt on the treason of Social Democrats.

What makes an event an event, therefore, is not necessarily a break in
historical continuity, an objective force changing the path of history or
some kind of monstrosity, but how people deal with specific incidents.®
First, they produce events through their actions, for example, when they
swarm together in front of the palace to see the emperor and cheer for
him, when they hang up flags in front of their house, light Bengal lights,
and rise in the theater. Actions such as these have to be part of the
analysis, not only because to a considerable degree they constitute the
event “Hodel’s assassination attempt,” but also because they are part of
symbolic politics. Secondly, political attacks such as Hédel’s become
events by semanticizing. “An interpretation does what it says, while it
pretends to simply state, show, or tell,” Jacques Derrida states, “[I]n fact,
an interpretation produces, it is already performative in a certain way.””
Examples of this productivity of interpretations are the eyewitness ac-
count of the grand duchess that led the emperor to see the shots as an
attack and the Frankfurter Zeitung’s attempt to interpret the attack as an
act of insanity. The productivity and performance of such interpretations
point to the task of an analysis of media events. In the words of Jacques
Derrida: “The political vigilance that this calls for on our part consists in
organizing a critical knowledge of all those apparatuses that pretend to
communicate the event when, in reality, they are making, interpreting, or
producing it.”®

Accordingly, the basic aim of this project is a critical analysis of the
actions and interpretations that produced the event “political assassina-
tion” around the end of the nineteenth century. The main focus will be on
the political dimension of how the event “assassination attempt” was
constituted through speech and action. I want to study the role of such
attacks in the political process and in public discourse by reconstructing
the conflict about the hegemony of interpretation, a conflict about public
opinion, political measures, their acceptance, and, as in the German case,
a fight about the nation’s form of government, its legal character, and the
inclusion or exclusion of its citizens.

My research on “assassination attempts” as outlined above will not
be limited to the German Empire. By studying the attacks on Tsar Alex-
ander II (1881), U.S. president James A. Garfield (1881), the French presi-
dent Sadi Carnot (1894), the empress Elisabeth of Austria-Hungary
(1898), and U.S. president William McKinley (1901), I want to look at
Russia, France, Austria-Hungary, and the United States in an analogous
way.’ The concrete and immediate political outcomes of these attacks are
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well known for every country. They are highly diverse: Whereas in Ger-
many, Bismarck could exploit the middle classes’ nightmare of revolution
for a conservative turn and his fight against the Social Democratic Party,
in Russia, the murder of Alexander II put a sudden end to reforms and
the country’s development toward a constitutional monarchy. Moreover,
anti-Semitic pogroms followed. In the United States, the assassination of
James A. Garfield was blamed on the spoils system, a system of party
patronage. Hence the Pendleton Act, a law reforming public services, was
the immediate outcome of the murder. The shooting of William McKinley
twenty years later reinforced the feeling of resentment against immi-
grants, but at the same time, it opened the way for political moderniza-
tion in the Progressive Era."

Nonetheless, it is necessary to take a closer look at the contested
emergence of these political consequences as well as at other topics ne-
gotiated in the event “assassination attempt.” A preliminary analysis of
several European and American newspapers reinforces this impression.
After the attack on James Garfield, for example, the Atlanta Daily Con-
stitution seems to have regarded it as especially important to underline
the loyalty of the Southern states to the president as the first representa-
tive of the Union. Thus on the next day the main article on the front page
stated, with an explicit comparison to the northern states, “Atlanta has
seldom been so moved as she was yesterday. After the news of the presi-
dent’s assassination had been confirmed, business was suspended almost
entirely, and the staunchest of New England republican towns could not
have felt more profoundly the shame and disgrace of the assassination or
sympathized more thoroughly with the stricken statesman than did At-
lanta.”'! In the following weeks, the theme continued throughout the
press coverage, and seems to have been vital for the North as well. The
Daily Constitution cited articles from the Baltimore Gazette, the Philadelphia
Press, and the Boston Herald, writing: “A gratifying feature of the expres-
sions of popular feeling over the assault upon the president’s life, has
been the swift and manifestly heart-felt sympathy with General Garfield
and his family, evoked at the south. [ ... ] It is their president who has
been stricken down—their government that has received a shock. [ ... ]
The voice of nature and the spirit of patriotism again show the nation to
be one. Around the couch of the suffering president, all are Americans
and brethren.”'> Whereas in the German Empire the assassination at-
tempts fired the starting shot for the imprisonment and political exclusion
of Social Democrats, it seems that in the United States, in the face of the
attack on James Garfield, the inner reunification of the nation was
brought about: The assassination attempt was taken as a chance for na-
tional reintegration. One outcome of this project, therefore, might be a
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comparative history of the way in which societies have dealt with assas-
sination attempts and of the consequences this had for them.

The meaning of such attacks was not negotiated at the national level
alone. The shots directed at Wilhelm I and the murders of Alexander 1II,
Garfield, Carnot, Elisabeth of Austria-Hungary, and McKinley produced
transnational media events, i.e. they were the object of press coverage
and, thus, interpretation in Vienna as well as in St. Petersburg, Paris,
Berlin, London, Washington, and beyond.13 A whole range of factors
seems to have influenced how foreign events were presented and ex-
plained to readers at home: the information level of the newspaper edi-
tors, the press policy of the government in the country where the attack
had taken place, and government measures of censorship, as well as the
political system at home and the considerations it imposed. Besides the
attacks in the narrow sense, the assassin, his motives and his biography,
the interrogations, the custody, the trial, and the sentence—in most cases,
the execution—were noteworthy issues. If the victims survived (as in the
case of Wilhelm I and, at least for some weeks, James Garfield), there was
extensive press coverage on their physical and mental state. Moreover,
background articles appeared discussing the social and political situation
of the country in question and explaining its political system to enable
readers to better understand the attack and the motives of the perpetra-
tor. To this end, even the cultural sections of the newspaper were mobi-
lized, for instance, when after the attack on Garfield, the Neue Freie Presse
in Vienna suddenly changed from the usual serialized novels to travel
stories from the United States and articles on the American economy as
well as on American cities and their architecture. Therefore, it seems that
the media event “assassination attempt” triggered an expansion and
deepening of international press coverage toward the end of the nine-
teenth century.

The character of the press coverage was not only international in
content, however, but also international, or better transnational, in form.
For example, newspapers all over the world reprinted articles and com-
ments from the leading newspapers in the country where the attack had
taken place. They did this mainly because the information was simply
better there. But if the public could be assumed to be well-acquainted
with the political circumstances of the country reported on—as was the
case for Vienna and Berlin—there seems to have been another reason as
well: Newspaper editors thought their audiences capable of reading be-
tween the lines and assessing the political sympathies and the meanings
of an article for themselves, if given the source. And finally, the leading
press from the capitals of the Western world was cited or reprinted to
give the public at home an idea of international public opinion.
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What is of interest, here, about these media events—inter- or trans-
national in many respects—is, again, the political dimension. This dimen-
sion can be found, first, in the different national formations of the inter-
pretations of the attacks, formations that must be understood against the
different national backgrounds. One must not forget, however, that these
interpretations were kept open for quite some time, because the interna-
tional press commentaries, partly competing and partly contradicting one
another, stood directly side by side. And second: If on the national level
the nation’s form of government and its character as a state under the rule
of law was at stake, on an international level the question of the best type
of state and, again, its legal character were negotiated. The ways different
states dealt with the assassins and their attacks were in fact critical points
of discussion in this context. Here, the passage from the Frankfurter Zei-
tung might again serve as an example, as it claimed that in England all
assassination attempts on the sovereign would be dealt with as acts of
insanity, and it combined this statement with the suggestion that this
problem be handled similarly in Germany. Asking for the consequences
on an inter- or transnational level in society, therefore, one could put
forward the hypothesis that the transnational media event “assassination
attempt” helped to establish a world public embracing at least the Euro-
pean countries and the United States. To put it more carefully: world
opinion evolved around the end of the nineteenth century, and this par-
tial process of globalization can be studied in an exemplary form by
researching the media events following the attempts to assassinate heads
of state.

This project thus attempts to contribute to a transnational history of
society, the public, and the media in the second half of the nineteenth
century. The comparison between the different ways in which societies
dealt with the attempts to assassinate their heads of state and the conse-
quences this brought about is intended to contribute to the history of
nation-building. It also offers connections for a political history. The re-
search on the press coverage on the attacks as transnational media events
promises to contribute to the history of the evolution of a world public
and thus to the history of globalization. Moreover, this project is intended
to be a contribution to the history of political ideas, especially the history
of social radicalism. The overarching aim is to help historicize the phe-
nomenon “terrorism” by confronting the discourse on the recent attacks
with the discussions in the nineteenth century. Along these lines, this
raises the question of the relationship between mass media, public, and
the attacks: To what extent have the mass media and the world public
brought forth the phenomenon “terrorist attack” by creating the national
and international sounding-board that is a vital part of the terrorist’s
calculation?
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Notes

This project was developed in the context of the Graduiertenkolleg “Transnationale Medien-
ereignisse von der Frithen Neuzeit bis zur Gegenwart” at the Justus-Liebig-University of
Giessen. I wish to thank the Graduiertenkolleg and the Historical Institute at Giessen Uni-
versity for the opportunity to present my ideas in their respective Oberseminar. For com-
ments, discussion, critique and advice, I am indebted to the members of these colloquia and
especially to Prof. Dr. Friedrich Lenger.
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