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ANUSCHKA TISCHER, Offizielle Kriegsbegründungen in der Frühen
Neu zeit: Herrscherkommunikation in Europa zwischen Souveränität und
kor porativem Selbstverständnis, Herrschaft und soziale Systeme in der
Frühen Neuzeit, 12 (Münster: Lit Verlag, 2012), 338 pp., ISBN 978 3
643 10666 7. €29.90

In 1985 Konrad Repgen, in an article published in the Historische
Zeitschrift, introduced the ‘war declaration’ as a source for the study
of war in early modern history. He argued that although war decla-
rations were the product of propaganda, they still deserve our atten-
tion. Despite the fact that they do not convey the ‘real’ motives un -
der lying a war, these statements, which were apparently viewed as
important for other people to be aware of, contain explanations of
why war was being waged. Anuschka Tischer has broadened the
scope of the subject by considering the war declaration as part of a
process of communication between the sovereign, various authori-
ties, governing bodies, subjects, and other (hostile) states.

War declarations were informally prescribed as an announcement
before starting war, while manifestos were the accepted means of
expressing official views. It is Tischer’s opinion that war declarations,
manifestos, and other official publications expressed the values of a
particular political nation. The sovereign or government issuing
these proclamations used them as an instrument in a public political
discourse. Princes and governments had an authoritative position in
public discourse and could take the initiative by publishing mani-
festos at any time they considered suitable. They therefore had the
chance to direct and dominate the communication process. Accord -
ing to Tischer, war declarations and manifestos exerted a profound
influence. By way of analogy she refers to Peter Burke’s well- known
study of the representation of Louis XIV and the impact that it had on
our view of the Sun King.1 To sum up, war declarations and mani-
festos contained important messages which played a leading part in
the communication process of early modern societies and the state-
ment of basic values. 

About 350 official publications, carefully listed in an appendix,
are studied in this book. The first one dates from 1492, the last from
1795. There is an emphasis on German declarations and declarations
from countries outside Germany as far as they were relevant to the
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1 Peter Burke, The Fabrication of Louis XIV (New Haven, 1992).



German states. The first half of the book looks at the communicative
function of the war declaration, the second half at its content. The
author has collected material from several European libraries and her
study is well documented. She states, with good reason, that the tra-
ditional idea of early modern politics as carried out secretly by a sov-
ereign corresponds neither to the practice of publicly explaining war
aims, nor to princes’ attempts to comply with the aims and values
shared by the society they represent. War declarations and mani-
festos had the important aim of mobilizing the state’s political insti-
tutions and its community. They consisted of a limited number of key
concepts, such as ‘religion’, ‘nation’, and ‘freedom’, as a framework
for the successful transfer of a specific message. Tischer has much
that is new and very illuminating to say about this subject. 

As Tischer explains in her introduction, she has left the contexts of
war declarations and especially how they functioned out of her
study. This isolated treatment of the war declaration and manifesto,
however, is not really satisfying. They were meant to function—
internally and externally—in a specific context and a limited space
and time. For instance, they played a part in often complicated rela-
tions with various political entities and bodies, where their specific
meaning was understood. But Tischer draws very general conclu-
sions based on documents covering three centuries and half a conti-
nent. Sometimes the gap between specific declarations and general
conclusions seems rather wide. To give one example, Tischer men-
tions a 1673 Dutch manifesto, addressed to King Charles II of
England, as an example of the polite and respectful presentation of
arguments which, she suggests, became common in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, even between states waging war against
each other. This may be so, but I think that a strategic reason may
also be plausible: the States General wanted to separate the English
king from his ally, the French king, knowing that the war against the
Dutch Republic was highly unpopular with the English Parliament,
which had to decide on war expenditures. So the manifesto was for-
mulated carefully and prudently. 

The lack of context is still more problematic in Tischer’s claim that
public declarations by princes and governments contributed to com-
munication and discourse about war and common values, and that in
this respect the government played a steering and dominating role.
But how can we know this, as the communication process itself is not
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the subject of study? And especially, why does the author assume
that prince and government dominated the discussion? Is it not pos-
sible that a government manifesto was the final stage of a public dis-
cussion with various participants? Examples are William of Orange’s
Apologie (frequently cited by Tischer as an important example of a
manifesto) and the Acte van Verlatinge (Act of Abjuration of Philip II;
not listed by the author), both key documents in the Dutch Revolt
and published in 1581. According to one specialist,2 they had no new
arguments to offer, but expressed the conclusions of a debate to be
found in many learned works and pamphlets. Of course, Tischer is
right that a prince or government was in a position to influence the
debate considerably, and that their initiatives had an impact. Further,
I am sure she is aware that documents related to the Dutch Revolt as
quoted (by herself) were at the centre of a broad and thorough dis-
cussion of political obedience and resistance. But instead of taking
the statement that princes and governments directed and dominated
the discourse as the point of departure for her argument, why not
make it a question? In this respect the reference to Peter Burke’s The
Fabrication of Louis XIV is only partly correct. Burke emphasized that
representation was the outcome of interaction between prince and
subjects, and that is why he put forward some objections to the use
of the concept of propaganda, a term frequently used by Tischer. The
same argument can be found in several of Kevin Sharpe’s publica-
tions, developed, for instance, with a substantial theoretical intro-
duction, in his Selling the Tudor Monarchy.3

Tischer provides a clarification and competent discussion of an
important type of document which is essential for understanding the
position and arguments of early modern princes and governments.
Because her study is so convincing in this respect, the reader is anx-
ious to know how these war proclamations functioned in their spe-
cific environments. Perhaps this study would have gained if the
author had added two or three case studies to her treatment of the
war manifestos to show how they really worked. Greater insight into
the actual meaning of the war declaration might have strengthened
this book.
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2 Martin van Gelderen, The Political Thought of the Dutch Revolt 1555–1590
(Cambridge, 1992), ch. 4.
3 Kevin Sharpe, Selling the Tudor Monarchy: Authority and Image in Sixteenth-
Century England (New Haven, 2009).
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