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Scientists Attached to Diplomacy:
French and German Explorers Calling 
for Diplomatic Accreditation Before 
the First World War 
An InsSciDE Case Study
Léonard Laborie
CNRS, UMR SIRICE, France 

The figure of the scientist attached to a diplomatic 
mission appeared before the First World War, not 
after the Second as is commonly thought. Although 
such attachments were few in number and 
confined to a narrow circle, they shed light on a 
major historical feature of science diplomacy perti-
nent right up to the present day: the will and ability 
of scientists to mobilize diplomats. In a climate of 
competition, scientists indeed “politicized” the 
stakes underlying their research voyages abroad, 
in order to obtain the official recognition and immu-
nity conferred by the status of diplomatic attaché. 
In the decades preceding the First World War, the 
rivalry between France and Germany proved to be 
fertile ground for both field research and the 
production of the first “scientific attachés”.
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Protagonists: Scientists on a mission
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Wiener’s wish

 45 - Scientists Attached to Diplomacy



4 - Scientists Attached to Diplomacy

The meanings of missions

Charles Wiener (1851-1913). Source : gallica.bnf.fr

Field sciences: 
Mapping and extracting resources from abroad
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“Außerdiplomatischen 
wissenschaftlichen Attaché”

Ludwig Borchardt (1863-1938). Source: ancientegyptian-
facts.com/pyramid-of-sneferu-at-meidum.html/-
egyptologist-ludwig-borchardt

Chancellor Angela Merkel visited Nefertiti in 2009. 
Source: Alamy 2D260E0.

German Egyptologists’ situation however did not brighten. They 
continued to complain of Germanophobia and lack of profes-
sionalism among British and French scholars who, for the 
latter, “even when copying the simplest inscriptions (...) cannot 
manage to give a line without it being wrong in several places,” 
as Erman wrote to the German ministry of cultural affairs in 
May 1900. The German consul delayed, but through joint 
pressure, Erman and Borchardt obtained the creation in 1907 of 
the Imperial German Institute in Cairo for Egyptian Antiquities, 

From Egypt to China
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Charles Wardell Stiles (1867-1941). Source: Special Collections, 
USDA National Agricultural Library. nal.usda.gov/exhibits/spec-
coll/items/show/8157

German Egyptologists’ situation however did not brighten. They 
continued to complain of Germanophobia and lack of profes-
sionalism among British and French scholars who, for the 
latter, “even when copying the simplest inscriptions (...) cannot 
manage to give a line without it being wrong in several places,” 
as Erman wrote to the German ministry of cultural affairs in 
May 1900. The German consul delayed, but through joint 
pressure, Erman and Borchardt obtained the creation in 1907 of 
the Imperial German Institute in Cairo for Egyptian Antiquities, 

Attachés towards Europe:
Pork and science diplomacy
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Conclusions:  Immunizing science
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Today’s science attachés have common ancestors in the first few “scientific attachés” sent from (and to) Europe in the decades 
preceding the First World War. French and German scientists requested this appointment themselves in order to confer a diplomat-
ic character on a scientific undertaking conducted abroad. Scientists as well as their supporting scholarly and (often private) 
funding networks expected that an attaché would gain protective immunity and official recognition by host authorities and the legiti-
macy to mobilize, as needed, their own state representatives in situ. To gain attaché status, scientists essentially offered increased 
state prestige through the extraction of resources to enrich the collections of national museums, and also promised better commer-
cial penetration through the construction of useful knowledge. Their requests were thus a form of instrumentalization of diplomacy 
in the service of scientists, in a mutually beneficial relationship whose terms were defined by the scholars themselves.

In France, the collective request for diplomatic status initiated in 1878 by Charles Wiener went unheeded. In Germany, by contrast, 
Egyptologists and Orientalists won their case. While scholars on both sides leveraged the argument of political competition 
between nations, it was not the weight of this argument that made the difference, but the institutional context. French authorities 
supported the establishment of scientific institutions abroad and included scholars in the consular corps, whereas the German 
authorities favored, at least initially, the nomination of a handful of scientific attachés with, and in one case without, diplomatic 
accreditation. In the same period, Europe received short-term scientific attachés from the USA and Uruguay. 

These experimental configurations were interrupted by the First World War, before being profoundly transformed during the 
conflict. At that time, reinforced cooperation between the United States and its European allies through the reciprocal exchange of 
scientific attachés became seen as an arm likely to hasten victory over the enemy camp. Science and diplomacy thus formed a new 
alliance, to be strengthened again mid-century. The establishment after the Second World War of the science attaché program – as 
we call and know it still today –  was first and foremost marked by these military experiences. The rush this time targeted the 
precious resource of knowledge. In the early years of this renewal, something that had been a matter of course in the 19th century 
came up for debate in most chancelleries: shouldn’t science attachés be able to carry on personal scientific activities while on diplo-
matic mission? Strengthening attachés’ credibility locally and their employability back home was, and in many countries probably 
still is, an issue. 

Stakeholder Takeaways 

• 19th c scientific attachés used diplomacy 
to build valuable social links, knowledge 
and reputation; they aimed at securing 
extractive activities.

•  20th c science attachés often used social 
links, knowledge and their reputation to 
build valuable diplomatic relations; they 
aimed at cooperating, opening flows of 
knowledge between peer countries.

• There is no historical determinism: 
France refused to create scientific attaché 
positions in the late 19th c but 100 years 
later developed one of the largest global 
networks of science counselors and 
attachés.

For diplomats

• Science diplomacy is both about science 
using diplomacy and diplomacy using 
science. When they interact, they co-shape 
each other. 

•19th century export bans transformed 
archaeological practices and finds: deeper 
local relationships,  longer, more attentive 
fieldwork; focus not only on art but also on 
traces of social structures. 

• The massive arrival of objects outside the 
usual Greco-Roman canons shook 
Eurocentric views of art and transformed 
European aesthetics.

For scientists

• The activity of a science diplomat is not a 
given: it ranges widely between doing 
science with a diplomatic status and doing 
diplomacy with a scientific title.

Overall
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Study Questions

Endnotes
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• Were you surprised to learn about the active role by explorers and
archaeologists in the creation of the science attaché role? Was the U.S.
example of the “agricultural and scientific attaché” (Stiles) more expected?

• Who has more to gain today from the creation of an attaché post – scien-
tists or states, or even other interests? What are the motivations and goals?

• The early scientific attachés, or the states that mandated them, were often
eager to remove natural resources and cultural goods from host countries.
Does this past handicap science diplomatic relations today?

•

• The “scientific attaché” was an innovation that took time to be established.
Today are new roles needed that have not yet been understood or
accepted? Who is asking for them? Who should be active in their creation?

Deloncle MPF (1879) Réunion des sociétés françaises de géographie les 2, 3 et 4 
septembre 1878. Imprimerie Emile Martinet, Paris
Marchand S (2015) The dialectics of the antiquities rush. In Fenet A, Lubtchansky N 
(eds) Pour une histoire de l’archéologie xviiie siècle - 1945 : Hommage de ses 
collègues et amis à Ève Gran-Aymerich. Ausonius Éditions, Pessac
Wiener C (1881) Lettre de Monsieur Wiener à Monsieur le Ministre des Affaires 
étrangères, à Paris, 4 May 1881. Archives de la Société de Géographie de Paris, box 
WZ 1057. BNF, Paris
Wiener C (1880/2010) Voyage au Pérou et en Bolivie (1875-1877). Gingko, Paris
Voss S (2012) La représentation égyptologique allemande en Égypte et sa perception 
par les égyptologues français du XIXe au milieu du XXe siècle. Revue 
germanique internationale 16. doi.org/10.4000/rgi.1351

• This InsSciDE work will be more fully discussed in a forthcoming peer-re-
viewed article: Laborie, L (in preparation)  Attachés scientifiques. La difficile
greffe de la science sur le corps diplomatique (fin 19e siècle - années
1950).

• Cover image: The intrepid Charles Wiener (1851-1913) inspired some of
the adventures of Hergé's Tintin. In this image drawn from his book Voyage
to Peru and Bolivia (1880/2010) he is depicted accessing a cave between
Chuvin de Huantar and Huanuco Viejo.  Source: Bibliothèque nationale de
France (gallica.bnf.fr).
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