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Article

The Scribe, the Speaker, and the Political Body:  
Parliamentary Minutes and their Originators in  
Nineteenth-century Germany 
Hannah Boeddeker | Hamburg

1. Introduction
The written artefacts this paper deals with are the so-called 
Stenographische Berichte, meaning the official and verbatim 
minutes of German parliamentary debates in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century. These minutes had various 
functions. First, they made parliamentary deliberations 
transparent and accessible to the public, and as such provided 
a mechanism to hold members of parliament accountable 
to the electorate.1 Secondly, they could serve as a tool for 
the interpretation of the law2, and lastly, historians, political 
scientists, and legal scholars used them as source material.3 
Even journalists used the records as a basis for their articles – 
especially if they did not have a correspondent in parliament. 
For all of these functions, it was crucial that the protocols 
be perceived as reliable renditions of the oral proceedings. 
Their credibility derived from the fact that they were official 
documents and therefore endowed with authority, and they 
promised a complete and authentic account of the debates. 
These two characteristics gave the minutes their special 
status and made them originals.

It was important for the parliaments that the record be an 
original in the sense of being perceived as a written artefact 
possessing authority. The records acquired that status of an 
original through their originators. In this paper I argue that 
the production of records involved three different types of 
originators: the scribes – meaning specifically the shorthand 
writers –; the speaker – meaning the member of parliament –;  
and the political body that sanctioned the protocols – meaning 
the parliament. All of these originators were indispensable in 
order to achieve the ideal of a record of the proceedings that 

1 In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the public had access to 
parliamentary debates via newspaper articles, the minutes of sessions, or as 
visitors in the gallery; Bösch 2022, 236.
2 Boeddeker 2023, 204–205.
3 Huber 1951, 205.

was regarded as verbatim and official, and therefore credible. 
The case of parliamentary records is particularly interesting 
as it fragments different aspects of originator-ship across 
various institutions. This case has the particularity of showing 
how the different originators struggled to agree on what the 
right measure of authenticity was and who determined it. In 
other words, the originators were not simply in chronological 
order but sometimes in conflicting roles. 

Before I analyse the three different roles of originators, I 
would like to give a short overview of the production of the 
records, which was a rather complex process. Generally – albeit 
with some exceptions –, the production proceeded as follows. 
Shorthand writers attended the session in the plenary hall and 
recorded the speeches verbatim in stenography, including all 
interjections such as heckling, clapping, or laughing. Because 
this writing practice required a high level of concentration and 
was quite exhausting, up to ten stenographers attended each 
session and rotated through shifts lasting no longer than ten 
to thirty minutes at a time. At a later stage, the stenographers 
dictated the content of their shorthand notes to a clerk or 
secretary who produced a more legible manuscript in longhand 
or typescript. The first version, the shorthand notation, became 
obsolete afterwards. The longhand transcript of each speech 
was then handed to the relevant speaker. The parliamentarians 
were allowed to correct the document within reason, and 
had to authorise the transcript before it was finally printed 
and published.4 In other words, the production of records 
included not only different types of written artefacts – such 
as shorthand notes, longhand manuscripts and prints – but 
also various writing practices – such as shorthand, dictating, 
revising, correcting, signing, and printing. 

4 Burkardt 2003, 469–506.
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2. The scribe 
The most efficient way to render the spoken word in 
nineteenth-century Germany – before audio recording – 
was shorthand. The promise of stenography as a cultural 
technique was the creation of verbatim records of oral 
proceedings. In stenographic writing systems, one sign could 
represent not only a letter but also a syllable, a common 
cluster of consonants or even a whole word, and vocals were 
symbolised by super- and subscript.5 All these abbreviations 
were designed so that scribes could write very swiftly, making 
shorthand a necessary tool to produce a truly verbatim record 
(see as an example Fig.1). Parliamentary shorthand writers 
worked with the most radically abbreviated version of 
shorthand, the so-called Kammerschrift.6 Sometimes, only 
the shorthand symbol for the prefix of a word would be noted 
down (such as the German prefix ‘Ab’ for Abgeordneter, 
‘parliamentarian’). Because shorthand was a highly complex 
writing practice, the fidelity of the records depended on 
the abilities and performance of the scribes, which were 
consequently a source of constant concern at the time. 

While most minute-takers in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries had to show basic abilities, parliamentary 
shorthand writers were expected to meet an especially high 
standard.7 They had to be university-educated, physically fit 
and – in accordance with the norms of the time – male. The 
requirement of academic education was based on the fact 
that scribes had to understand the content of the debates in 
order to record them adequately: 

Ferner muss dem Parlamentspraktiker ein grosser Umfang 

des Wissens innewohnen und, je weiter sich der Kreis seines 

Wissens erstreckt, desto vorzüglicher werden seine Leistungen 

sich erweisen. Er muss Sprachkenntnisse [...] besitzen. Er 

darf in Philosophie, Geschichte, Nationalökonomie, Statistik, 

Geographie, Rechtswissenschaft nicht unbewandert sein, 

kurz und gut, es muss ihm ein mehr als blos enzyklopädisches 

Wissen innewohnen.8

5 Zimmermann 1897, 64–67.
6 e.g.Conn 1861.
7 Niehaus and Schmidt-Hannisa 2005, 11–12.
8 Zeibig 1891, 5–6.

Furthermore, the parliamentary shorthand writer must have 

a wide range of knowledge and the wider the circle of his 

knowledge, the more excellent his performance will prove 

to be. He must have a knowledge of languages [...]. He must 

not be unversed in philosophy, history, national economy, 

statistics, geography, jurisprudence, in short, he must have 

more than just encyclopaedic knowledge.9

Insisting on an academic education thus served as a strategy 
to guarantee a reliable protocol, in addition to other criteria 
such as the mastery of shorthand writing, the acoustics of the 
plenary hall, or the ideal writing tools. In a broader sense, 
most parliamentary stenographers saw their profession as 
a scientific one and their activity as decidedly intellectual. 
Recording the debates was, in their opinion, not a mechanical 
or manual process, but rather a cognitive one.

In addition to academic education, physical fitness 
was portrayed as a relevant precondition for becoming a 
parliamentary stenographer. Noting down the speeches in 
the plenary hall was physically exhausting and required a 
stable physical condition. Like academic education, the 
performance of the stenographer’s body was a safeguard to 
guarantee the fidelity of the protocols: 

Um als Parlamentsstenograph mit Erfolg thätig zu sein, 

muss derselbe, ganz abgesehen von der grössten technischen 

Handfertigkeit, zunächst einen gesunden und grossen 

Anstrengungen vollkommen gewachsenen Körper besitzen.10

In order to be successful as a parliamentary stenographer, he 

must, quite apart from the greatest technical skill, first of all 

have a healthy body that is fully capable of great effort.

These ideas of physical strength were embedded in the 
mechanical and physiological scientific understanding 
of the body that prevailed in the nineteenth century, the 
most prominent metaphor for which was the body as 
a thermodynamic machine.11 Yet even fit bodies could 
collapse: sick notes due to neurasthenia, a clinical diagnosis 
of exhaustion, can be found, dating primarily from the 
1880s onwards.12 This was related not only to the fact that 

9 All translations by the author.
10 Zeibig 1891, 5.
11 Rabinbach 1998, 294.
12 BArch R 3903/1640, bl. 2.
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Fig. 1: A shorthand note from the Reichstag in 1882, Dresden, Sächsische Landesbibliothek – Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Dresden (SLUB),  Stenografische 

Sammlung, Q. Slg.10,1,1.
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neurasthenia developed into a fashionable diagnosis, but 
more specifically to the way parliaments functioned in the 
late nineteenth century. As sessions became longer and new 
commissions and committees were established, all of which 
needed to be recorded by the stenographers, their workload 
increased.13

While physical fitness was considered an essential 
professional requirement, the discourse also implied that 
the parliamentary stenographer's body was a masculine one. 
In the nineteenth century, academic education and physical 
performance were linked by the fact that both were male 
categories, and gender had an identity-forming effect on 
stenographers. According to these discourses, only men were 
capable of neutral, non-emotionally guided transcription. 
Objectivity as an unconditional prerequisite for an authentic 
transcript was thus a genuinely masculine quality.14

The first original – the shorthand note – became obsolete 
after it was transcribed into longhand by clerks or secretaries, 
since shorthand was not readable for most people. The 
longhand manuscript was revised and corrected to create 
a comprehensible text in written language without filler 
words or stutters. First, the stenographers revised the texts. 
Afterwards, and more importantly, the parliamentarians 
revised and corrected their speeches, because the so-called 
Rednerkorrekturrecht guaranteed them the right to do so and 
thereby to authorise them before they were printed. 

3. The speaker
The Rednerkorrekturrecht was not uncontroversial at the time. 
Publicists and political opponents criticised the speakers for 
practising ‘censorship’.15 As a riposte, the parliamentarians 
justified this practice on two grounds. First, shorthand was 
error-prone as a technique for recording technique oral 
proceedings, as uncounted slips of the pen occurred.16 For 
example, in 1948 in Frankfurt, the Bavarian MP Johann 
Eisenmann complained in the National Assembly: 

Ich habe mich darauf verlassen, daß wirklich stenographiert 

werde [...] Ich habe dies (sein Protokoll nachlesen) im Beisein 

Wigards’s, Biedermann’s und Hassel’s (drei Stenographen)  

13 Gjuričová and Schulz 2012, 14.
14 Gardey 2019, 57.
15 Robolsky 1887, 120–122.
16 Burkhardt 2003, 499.

gethan und Dinge gefunden, die ich gar nicht gesagt. [...] Ich  

habe die Erfahrung gemacht, dass selbst redlich Stenographen 

gräulichen Unsinn zur Welt gebracht haben.17

I relied on the fact that shorthand notes were really taken [...] 

I did this [i.e. read his protocol] in the presence of Wigard, 

Biedermann and Hassel and found things that I did not 

say at all. [...] I have had the experience that even honest 

stenographers have produced atrocious nonsense.

Second, the parliamentarians insisted that they had a right to 
authorise the record of their own speech before the minutes 
became official. When Prussian prime minister Otto von 
Bismarck accused members of the stenographic office of 
having leaked the transcripts of his speeches to the press 
before he could authorize them in 1867, he stated: 

Bei den politischen Inconvenienzen, welche derartige 

entstellte, mit dem Anschein der Authentizität versehene 

Publikationen von Reden eines auswärtigen Ministers zur 

Folge haben, kann ich solche unbefugte Disposition über die 

amtliche Aufzeichnung meiner Auslassungen fernerhin nicht 

dulden.18

In view of the political inconvenience which such distorted 

publications of speeches by a foreign minister, provided with 

the appearance of authenticity, entail, I cannot further tolerate 

such unauthorised disposition of the official record of my 

omissions.

Although Bismarck's position is certainly extreme, this 
example illustrates how the parliamentarians wanted to 
control the official version of their own speeches. 

The extent to which they actually revised them and 
changed the content is hard to determine. Normative 
sources often show a rather generous interpretation of the 
Rednerkorekturrecht. An article from the parliamentary 
commissioner of the Prussian House of Representatives, 
Gottlieb Heinrich Freiherr von Zedlitz und Neukirch from 
1907, for instance, assumed that as spoken language was 
to be converted into written language, there were likely to 
be extensive changes. Furthermore, the maxim always had 
to be the importance of rendering what the parliamentarian 

17 Zeibig 1900, 73.
18 GStAPK, I. HA Rep. 77 Ministerium des Inneren Tit. 533 Nr. 4, fol. 12.
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Fig. 2: Otto von Bismarck’s correction of his speech at the first united assembly of Prussia in 1847, GStAPK I. HA Rep. 92 Zinkeisen Nr. 46.
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of the printed protocol in the legal sense. Hence, the status 
of the originator of protocols was a sign of the increasing 
political powers of parliaments during the nineteenth century, 
from 1848 onwards. Because the minutes were published as 
an official transcript of the proceedings, the parliaments were 
considered to hold authority.

In those prints, all traces of the production have vanished. In 
the final version of the records, the presentation of the content 
appears to be homogeneous (see Fig. 3). As described above, 
the production of the shorthand protocol left behind several 
manuscripts that had resulted from various writing practices 
and originators, and featured distinctive visual layouts and 
graphic items, including the speakers’ signatures, the marks 
with the number of the session, the date, the shorthand writer’s 
shift, and sometimes also the name of the shorthand writer and 
the clerk.23 Furthermore, in the longhand manuscripts there 
were the revisions by the shorthand writers and the speakers’ 
corrections. That all those layers of writing are invisible in the 
final artefact is due above all to the type of medium: traces 
of writing and corrections are hard to maintain in prints. I 
would nevertheless argue that the homogeneous appearance 
of the print also had a political advantage: ambiguity turned 
into unambiguity and was supposed thereby to strengthen the 
credibility of the protocols. Therefore, the editor could also 
be seen as the originator, since parliament played a role in the 
authentication process.

Even though no traces of the production process are visible 
in the final print, knowledge about the process was however 
not lost. On the contrary, contemporaries knew about the 
insufficiencies of shorthand and about the speakers’ revisions, 
and they instrumentalized this knowledge to their own benefit. 
Members of parliament used the protocols as proof of what had 
been said earlier in the debates – and even read out loud the 
uncorrected transcript as evidence in the debates.24 They aimed 
to defend their credibility against inappropriate, unjustified – 
alleged or real – accusations by their parliamentary opponents. 
The probative value of printed protocols could always be 
challenged and contested by the accusation that the minutes 
had been substantially revised or manipulated during their 
correction by the speaker. This accusation was so serious 
because it directly attacked the integrity as a core political 
value of parliamentarians.

23 Boeddeker 2023, 116–118.
24 Stenographische Berichte über die Verhandlungen des Deutschen Reichs-
tags, vol. 41, 99.

intended to express with his speech – even if this intention did 
not correspond to what was actually said. That might be the 
case if, for example, während der Rede für den Gedanken ein 
zutreffender, Mißverständnisse ausschließender Ausdruck 
nicht gefunden wurde.19

The extent to which speakers were allowed to revise their 
speeches was defined, among other factors, by the intention. 
They were allowed to correct their speech in accordance 
with what their intended political message had been. 

When it came to use of the records for the interpretation of 
the law or as a historical source, it was especially important 
that the political statement come through in the text. If the 
faint rhetoric of a speaker impeded the intended message, 
the Rednerkorrekturrecht was a chance to adjust the text 
accordingly. The speakers, as the elected representatives of 
the people, were the originators of the political thought and 
the argument of a speech, and the records were supposed to 
be true to what was actually meant in a speech – more than 
to what was said. 

All in all, the speakers had immense control over 
what became the official record, and therefore used the 
Rednerkorrekturrecht as an instrument of control of political 
communication in their favour. Fig. 2 shows the copious 
revision of then member of parliament Otto von Bismarck 
at the first United Assembly of Prussia in 1847. However, 
this might have been caused by the particular political 
circumstances: it was the first time that representatives from 
all Prussian provinces came together – and that a complete 
record of a Prussian assembly was published.20

4. The political body: Parliament as the originator of the printed version
After authorisation by the speakers, the protocols were printed 
and published as the official records of the proceedings. Official 
publications – e.g. corpus juris, statistics, gazettes – were (and 
are) usually issued by a public body.21 However, in the case of 
the minutes, the parliaments were not the editor (Herausgeber) 
from the beginning. In the early days of constitutionalism, 
before 1848, it was the monarchic government, and not the 
parliaments, who edited the protocols.22 Only after 1848 did 
the political body of the parliaments became the originator 

19 ‘If the speaker did not find an appropriate expression for the idea, one that 
would exclude misunderstandings during the speech’, von Zedlitz-Neukirch 
1900, 185.
20 Obenaus 1984, 763.
21 Maier 2016.
22 Biefang 2009, 68.
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Fig. 3: A page from the published minutes of a Prussian parliamentary session from 1870, Preußen, Haus der Abgeordneten: Stenographische Berichte 

über die Verhandlungen des Preußischen Hauses der Abgeordneten, 1870/71, München, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 4 J.publ.g. 1142 hf,A,2-1870/71, p. 10, 

<Urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb10814563-5>.
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4. Conclusion
The Stenographische Berichte of nineteenth-century German 
parliaments were produced by means of a collaborative effort. 
All originators – the scribe, the speaker, and the parliamentary 
body – contributed through their person, position, or ability 
to producing ultimately complete and official minutes. In the 
case of the stenographer, it was his mastery of stenography 
that made verbatim recording possible. The shorthand 
writers, for their part, used numerous strategies to guarantee 
that no mistakes were made. In the case of the speaker, the 
step of authorising his own words was important, so that the 
parliamentarians would recognise the minutes as the official 
record of the proceedings. Finally, the fact that parliament 
issued the protocols was crucial for their effectiveness. The 
Stenographische Berichte of nineteenth-century German 
parliaments were published as verbatim and official records. 
Both of those attributions were political values in the sense 
that minutes became a tool for parliaments to procure ‘power 
over the political reality’.25

The roles of the originators reveal how contemporaries 
negotiated the right degree of authenticity. The final 
minutes had to be complete, but not necessarily word-for-
word and by no means phonetic. The stenographers were 
theoretically able to record the debates more accurately, 
but they subordinated themselves to the ideal that the text 
should be intelligible and in written language, and even 
did the revisions themselves. The speakers’ attitude to the 
ideal of authenticity varied according to whether they were 
defending the Rednerkorrekturrecht or whether they wanted 
to attack the credibility of an opponent by accusing him of 
falsifying their speech. Such disputes did not however harm 
the status of the record, for as the various parties shared the 
common interest of producing a final document that was 
considered an original, the published version was deemed to 
be authoritative. 

25 Verfügungsgewalt über die politische Wirklichkeit. Vismann 2011, 86.
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