
Philomen Schonhagen· 

On The Development of the Impartiality 
Maxim in German Journalism 

The first issue of the Wienerisches Diarium - later known as the Wiener Zeitung- hailed 
in a style of reporting that would concentrate on "the substance of all the latest, most re
markable and true news of the world received by this editorial office in writing, with
out oratorical or poetic elaborations, or prejudices, conveying nothing but the truth in 
accordance with the reports received."1 At first sight, the above announcement may not 
strike the reader as out of the ordinary. Yet from to day's point of view, and paying tri
bute to the venue of Vienna, it is a most suitable, albeit unusual introduction to the cho
sen topic.2 Announcements like it were typical of and widely used in early journalism. 
And there is more to them than meets the eye. In fact, they all bear within them one of 
the most central issues of journalism in general, which is the idea of impartiality. They 
even reveal some of the rules of conduct established to that end, announcing as they do 
a kind of reporting which is to the point and free from prejudice in accordance with the 
principle of"relata refero". 3 

This is interesting inasmuch as it is frequently said that up until the Second World 
War there was virtually no journalistic impartiality in Germany or rather in German
language printed media. Wolfgang Donsbach wrote in 1992: "The press in Germany 
tended to be conditioned by party policy until well into this century, in fact until after 
the Second World War. The majority of newspapers in the Weimar Republic were con
ditioned by party politics or by philosophical institutions:'4 The latter is known to be 
true, however, on closer inspection of the history of journalism it is hardly reasonable 
to deduct from it the theory that in Germany there "never was a tradition according to 
which journalism was committed to or had to commit itself to objectivity and neutral
ity:•s Donsbach continues by saying that: "In the USA, this commitment between the 
press and interest groups began to disintegrate in the early 19'h century, more than 100 
years before it did in Germany."6 In actual fact, Germany or rather German-language 
printed media have a much longer tradition of impartiality in journalism to look back 
on; it can be traced to the time the first periodical papers were published in the 17'" cen
tury, some of its roots reaching back as far as the antecedents of these papers. Besides, 
contrary to the above quoted and widely diffused conception7

, the principle of impar
tiality in American journalism can be traced back to well before the 19'h century, i.e. to 
the first colonial papers of the first half of the 18th century. In Germany, there is proof 
that the concept of impartiality existed for several centuries in a row, particularly with 
local papers. Due to lack of space, the following cannot claim to be more than a rough 
sketch of this tradition of journalistic impartiality, with very few examples to support 
this theory. However, all of it is based on a full analysis of early journalism and local 
press, particularly that of the late 18'" and the early 19'h century. a 

• translated by Verena Tomasik 
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1. Impartiality in German-language Journalism in the Early Days 

The term impartiality in the context of periodical papers 9 is first expressly used for the 
title of two weekly papers in 1623. One was the Zurich paper Newe Unpartheysche Zeitung 
und RelationiAufi allerhand glaubwiirdigen Sendbriefen'0 

• •• and the other was the 
Wochentliche I ungefelschte Newe Zeitung I Und Relation I ... which was probably also pub
lished in Zurich11

• A later issue of the latter of that same year also carried the title Newe Un
partheysche Zeittung und Relation, and another version yet bears the expression "ohne 
einichen affeckt"12

, referring to its impartial reporting style in a way similar to that of the 
Wienerische Diarium mentioned above. 

As early as 1621, a weekly paper was published in Frankfurt which bore the interest
ing title: "unaltered, continuous paper on news which are received ordinarily, sent in by 
correspondents and divulged without a trace of passion ... 13

" Incoming news were to be 
disseminated without passion, that is, free from passionate sympathy, independent from 
personal attitudes or convictions, neutral in other words.14 The term "unvergreiflich" refers 
to the same concept: ... impartial, without the right to anticipate the judgement of oth
ers" or"the opinions of others:'15 A newspaper published in Oettingen in 1625 assured its 
readers that all its news was printed "truthfully and impartially. w> 

The Sonntiigliche Zeitung in its title of 1688 substantiates its support of neutral report
ing by saying that"everyone should be satisfied as far as possible"17

, meaning that all read
ers had to be satisfied in their diverse needs for information and orientation. The latter is 
best achieved by being neutral. The Hamburger or Hollsteinische unpartheyische Corre
spondent, a highly successful and widely read paper of the 18th century, in its first issue of 
June 22, 1712, uses similar words to justify a programme of impartial reporting. Martin 
Welke writes that the editors of that paper, 

"following the principle of"audiatur et altera pars" published "comments without re
gard to their origin, statements by the parties in power are printed alongside those of 
the opposition .... Consciously holding back its own opinion the Correspondent places 
controversial political views alongside each other so that everyone can form his own 
opinion:''" 

All of the above are typical references to programmatic announcements of the journa
list profession of the early days, 19 as found in many titles and introductory remarks to pa
pers in the 17'h, 18'h and 19'h centuries. The list of examples is endless. Early writers, such 
as Kaspar Stieler, in their essays on journalism also gave careful consideration to the as
pect of impartiality and the principles advocated in the titles of newspapers, e.g. research 
into and transparency ofliterary sources, unprejudiced reporting, "relata refero" and "au
diatur et altera pars".'" Relevant literature has many examples to prove that journalists 
were not simply paying lip service to these programmes but rather were practicing im
partial reporting on a daily basis. This was not only the case with the first two known 
weekly papers of the 17'h century but as Thomas Schroder shows", quite apparently so 
with numerous papers of the 17'\ 18th and 19'h centuries too22

• The best-known example 
in this context is probably Johann Friedrich Cottas' Allgemeine Zeitung first published 
in 1798. Thus, contrary to Donsbach's theory quoted above it has to be said that impar
tiality was quite evidently a central principle of early journalism in the 17'h century'3• But 

what exactly did individual newspapermen, in other words the editors, understand by this 
principle? 

2. The Traditional Concept of Journalist Impartiality 

The above mentioned introductory remarks were written by editors and publishers, who 
were not infrequently one and the same person, and were published in first editions, New 
Year's editions, epilogues, editorials, and others.24 They are considered their own personal 
statements and constitute valuable sources for reconstructing the views of those who prac
ticed journalist impartiality at the time. 25 A comprehensive analysis of more than 1,000 
German-language papers from three centuries shows that the concept of impartiality in 
practice relied on four central rules which are briefly outlined below: 

o "Audiatur et altera pars": the objective of this principle was to provide universal news 
whereby all the knowledge and conscious experience prevailing in societies (also local 
ones), as well as all the different points of view and opinions were given equal consid
eration throughout. Today this principle is often referred to as pluralism, a term which 
does not do full justice to the universality of news reporting. It should be noted that this 
principle did not apply to individual newspaper articles but to news coverage as a 
whole26

• It also did not apply to journalists' own opinions as expressed in commentaries 
and the like. 

o Separation of news and (journalistic) commentary (editorial): this was considered a sign 
of neutrality on the part of the news supplier and a guarantee for "impartial" news re
presentation. Newspapers of the 17'h and 18'h centuries in particular, for the most part 
did without commentaries2

\ which was partly due to the strict censorship regulations 
valid at the time. Those commentaries which did appear were clearly separated from 
the actual news and were marked accordingly. 

o Transparency of primary sources, i.e. the originators of reports or statements: this prin
ciple had two objectives in mind. One was to maintain the reliability of sources and the 
other was to provide maximum orientation for readers. Sound judgement of reports 
and statements was almost impossible without knowing the originators and their in
terests, motivation, etc. This was not true for experts who had other, relevant criteria to 
rely on. 28 Besides, there was a strong link between transparency of sources and the prin
ciple below, as in those days it was said that news reporters were not responsible for 
the contents, or rather the truth or correctness of news, but for relating these news cor
rectly ("relata refero"). In stating the origin of a piece of news the reporter automati
cally conferred responsibility for the contents to the originator. The reporter's respon
sibility for correct reproduction was covered by the following principle: 

o Exact or ''faithful" reporting'9
: news, even when condensed and adapted, was to be re

ported in an "unadulterated" 30 way, i.e. honestly and faithfully, in accordance with their 
original meaning. This applied to all news regardless of their origin (equal treatment 
in principle). In addition coverage was to be to the point: "without passion'' or "affect". 

The above rules went hand in hand with a very specific conception journalists had of them
selves which in actual fact constituted the basis or prerequisite for all of these rules: news
papermen saw themselves as neutral reporters who pursued their profession "without pas-
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sion", in other words, without taking sides with any one party. The Frankfurter Kayser/. 
Oberpostamtszeitung, in its 13'h edition of 1781 wrote: "Journalists have to be cosmopoli
tans, they must not be friends or foes of any nation, must examine the source of all news 
and without reserve must relate to their readers the naked and bare truth:''1 The editors of 

·the Goppinger Wochenblatt, in one of their issues of 1850, quite explicitly described the 
functions of a neutral and impartial reporting: "It is not a party paper and therefore will 
continue to portray the views of different parties as before, and will protect itself from any 
restrictive influences. Even at the risk of being reproached for confusing matters it will not 
deviate from this position because it believes that a local paper, if it wants to serve the free
dom of press in any way at all, can bring enlightenment to the people by showing them dif
ferent views and deductions therefrom and by leaving it to the people to decide upon their 
correctness:'32 The editor of the Chemnitzer Bote, in 1848, was even more to the point in 
saying that: "The editor, like the chairman of a major assembly of different parties, is to 
give everyone the right to speak, so long as they do not transgress the basic boundaries of 
moderation:'" 

Background and Motive 

It is often assumed that impartial or objective journalism (only) came to fruition under 
the influence of democracy•; in reality, however, that principle was formed in the days of 
absolutism. What in effect was it that caused or motivated this concept of journalism? Was 
it simply a reaction to strict censorship? This theory is supported by several facts, one be
ing the bayerische Pressmandat of September 6, 1799, during the reign of Maximilian IV. 
Joseph, which laid down that "the facts were to be reported in as simple a way as possible, 
without adding personal judgement, but stating all references."'• Yet, on closer inspection, 
the influence of censorship seems rather ambivalent. There are several indications that the 
principle of impartiality was practised even where censorship was "mild"'6, but also that it 
went through despite the opposition of censorship." Hans Wagner quotes a number of ex
amples to demonstrate that"in some instances censorship might have helped along a neu
tral, distanced and diplomatically cautious style of reporting; in essence though it causes 
opportunism rather than impartiality. Above all, though, censorship calls for deleting and 
being silent on certain facts, thereby causing the loss of information. In doing so it runs 
counter to the objective to be achieved by the working principle of impartiality which is 
to provide readers with comprehensive information."'8 

The motive clearly lies elsewhere. Margot Lindemann for one, in pointing to the 
Augspurger Ordinari-Zeitung, supports her theory that it was "primarily economic con
siderations" which led to impartiality in reporting.39 For any paper to reach a wide read
ership it was advisable to take into consideration the most diverse communication and ori
entation needs and interests (also in view of the highly fragmented realm and the hetero
geneity of parties this caused.)40 Opportunist partisanship as favoured by the authorities 
would not have been interesting from an economic point of view. There are numerous quite 
explicit indications to support the theory of economic motivation41

, which in many in
stances had to do with the fact that most newspaper editors were at the same time print
ers seeking a supplementary income. Especially local and regional papers with their lim
ited range had to (and to this day have to) make every effort to reach as wide a readership 
as possible and to cover their terrain as best they could. No doubt this is one of the reasons' 

why these papers have stuck to impartiality longer than elsewhere, despite the increasing 
politicalisation of society. 

On the Implementation of Rules of Conduct 

A detailed analysis of local papers of the 18'h and 19th centuries shows that the individual 
rules of conduct42 implied by the principle of impartiality were essential to editorial pro
grammes and daily newspaper life!' Particular emphasis was placed on the principle of 
universal reporting, as a consequence of which papers were turned into forums of local 
communication where lively and often controversial discussions were held among citizens 
on all issues concerning them.•• People even went so far as to consider these discussions 
their civil right. As a rule, editors' commentaries - mostly background information or ex
planatory notes on the practice of reporting rather than expressions of their own opinion 
- were clearly separated from the actual reporting and marked accordingly. 

At the same time editors were keen to reveal the origins of their news yet were restrict
ed in doing so by the principle of anonymity which was still valid for all journalistic ac
tivities in the 19'h century. This also had to do with the protection of sources. This is why 
contributions from outside frequently only bore the initials, indications of profession or 
function, or other indirect signatures of their authors. However, as the local situation was 
clearly visible at a glance, readers were able to get a rough idea about the sources being 
used. It is also quite interesting to note that some papers provided information on the "ac
cessory circumstances" of individual news•s, i.e. the situation statements arose from, the 
motivation and interests behind them, etc. as these were in many cases considered more 
important for the assessment of information and the formation of opinions than the fac
tual information .itself. 46 Uncertain sources were expressly marked as such. The claim for 
exact and unadulterated news reporting was translated into a set of individual rules on re
porting which were published in the papers, often in combination with requests for citi
zens' contributions. Some rules concerned the length and diffuseness of contributions, 
others were set up to avoid insult and abuse, etc. and all of them assured equal opportu
nities for everyone to access the paper as a forum. Reporting standards were explained and 
justified regularly on the basis of individual cases.47 

A survey of local papers also proved that the motives for impartial reporting were pri
marily of a pragmatic nature; Any idealistic motives there might have been b~hind the con
cept, as in the case of the Dortmund paper Westfiilischer Anzeiger by Arnold Mallinckrodt, 
were counterproductive, if anything. Mallinckrodt's enlightening intentions proved a sig
nificant hindrance to impartiality: "Unenlightened" ideas were either not published at all 
or were heavily commentated and in some cases even put to the pillory of journalism. In 
one particular instance a reader had sent in a contribution on miracle healers. The edi
tors in their commentary immediately demanded the names of those who sought help 
from such "bunglers" so that they could publish them, because "publicity punishes slowly 
but surelY:'48 

3. Impartiality in 181
h Century American Journalism 

As briefly mentioned above there are indications that a similar concept of journalist im
partiality existed in early American colonial papers of the first half of the 18'h century<9.1t 
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is true that these papers, which in 1704 postmasters had been granted the official permis
sion of English governors to publish, were awarded little attention in literature and were 
dismissed as "empty newsregisters:•so However, as Hazel Dicken-Garda points out they 
used the same journalistic standards as Elizabeth Mallett's Daily Courant, the first "suc
cessful daily newspaper" in England. The latter, in her first edition of March 11, 1702, pro
fessed almost the same principles as those typical for German-language papers with the 
exception of universal reporting." That aspect, however, was quickly added by her suc
cessor the following month. He assured readers that reports would be published as he re
ceived them "without inclining either to one side or the other: And this will be found to 
do, by representing the same Actions, according to the different Accounts which both Sides 
give of them [ ... ]".52 Just as the editors of German-language papers before him had done 
Thomas Fleet, Editor of the Boston Weekly Rehearsal professed impartiality and universal 
reporting by urging readers to contribute and by publishing rules for such contributions. 53 

Stephen Botein's comments on the printing tradition in early colonialism provide useful 
information in this context. He claims that for economic reasons printing too was char
acterized by the principle of impartiality. 

"Usually unable to rely for a living on the favor of one group among his neighbours, in
cluded those who wielded political power, a colonial printer by custom labored to serve 
diverse interests in his community. Unlike London, where large profits were sometimes 
to be had by making partisan commitments to one well-financed faction or another, 
colonial America was a place for printers to be studiosly impartial:' 

This attitude was referred to as freedom of the press, i.e. "the liberty of the press".[ ... ] The 
press was 'free' in this formulation, only if it was 'open to all parties:",. 

Printers subsequently applied this same principle to the papers published for the same 
reasons. They feared that they would otherwise lose potential subscribers and printing or
ders." As in the German tradition of impartiality, editors of relevant American colonial pa
pers also had a particular conception of themselves. Up until the Revolution they saw 
themselves as "passive, detached observers, neutrally relaying information and opinion 
to others:''• It was only with the revolution that printers and newspaper editors began to 
take sides with different parties, many of them involuntarily so, as Botein reports. 57 Fol
lowing this stage of"partisan journalism"'", so-called "penny press" papers'9 appeared 
which took up impartial or objective journalism once more, again for economic reasons•o. 

4. Conclusions and Theoretical Implications 

Both in Germany and in America there is proof of a tradition of impartial journalism 
which can be traced back to the beginnings of (periodical) newspapers and which is there
fore substantially older than commonly assumed. The principle of impartiality is closely 
linked to the way journalists see themselves as neutral reporters or "detached observers", 
and is put into practical terms by a few central rules of conduct. It is primarily for eco
nomic and pragmatic motives that papers have been striving to meet the most diverse in
terests and demands for information, communication and orientation on the readers' side. 
The principle of impartiality is really a principle of pragmatic journalism."' 

The concept of impartiality is very practically oriented which is why it makes all the 
more sense to take up this journalistic tradition once more, particularly in view of the is
sues and problems of journalism today. At the same time it provides one possible solu
tion for the theoretical discussion on journalist objectivity: Provided the concept of im
partiality as applied in practice is taken seriously, the claim for journalistic objectivity is 
no longer a claim for objective portrayal or realization of the truth, which in view of con
structivist ideas is quite impossible anyway, but rather a claim for impartial reporting of 
the different points of view, the different interpretations of reality, and the different truths 
apparent in society. Journalist objectivity therefore is not a problem that needs to be solved 
by theories of cognition but instead it is a sign of quality of editorial reporting. Accord
ing to Luhmann journalism has set itself the task of reporting so that society can observe 
itself

62
• Otfried Jarren is even more to the point in using the term "discourses of self-com

munication"•3, which mass media is there to relay. It is by this act of relaying or reporting 
that society is enabled to communicate on itself and find a common definition for social 
reality, which again is only possible through communication. Impartiality ensures that all 
parties and interests are given the chance to participate and all the different points of view 
and the different truths are granted access to the discourse arranged by the mass media••. 
In doing so it guarantees maximum orientation and information for everyone. 
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