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Two Worlds

In the controversy over the U.S.-led war against Iraq in 2003, ten-
sions between the United States and Europe in general and Germany in
particular reached a level unprecedented in the postwar era. The percep-
tion of the threat that Iraq might pose to the world was very different on
the two sides of the Atlantic, and Europeans grew more critical of U.S.
global leadership. In his study on European-American relations, Robert
Kagan exclaims that “Americans are from Mars—Europeans from
Venus.”1 He sees the dispute over the invasion of Iraq as the result of
two very different worldviews: an Anglo-American outlook inspired by
Hobbes and a German or European one inspired by Kant.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the common threat that once
held Western Europe and the United States together disappeared. Ever
since then, the United States has become more and more concerned—
both diplomatically and economically—with countries outside of Eu-
rope. Germany features less prominently in the mind of American politi-
cians, and Germans increasingly express an unambiguous preference for
Europe over the United States.2

In terms of social and cultural developments as well, the Old World
and the New have grown apart. Since the late 1980s, population has in-
creased much more quickly in the United States than anywhere else in the
Western world. The fertility rate has been on the rise, and today it is al-
most twice as high in the United States as in Germany. In addition, Amer-
icans have become increasingly religious in recent years. While churches



remain empty in today’s Europe and Germany, 41 percent of all Ameri-
cans attended church services regularly in 2003, and religious fundamen-
talism continues to win new adherents.

Furthermore, the ethnic composition of society is changing quite rap-
idly in the United States. Americans continue to claim German origins
more than any other ethnic ancestry, and the European share of the
American population is still predominant, although it is shrinking. The
number of Hispanics and Asians immigrating to the United States has
long exceeded the number of Europeans. If ethnicity is an indicator,
North America, South America, and Asia are growing together, while
Europe and North America are drifting apart.3

These social differences are compounded by historical experience,
particularly over the past century. The course of U.S. history has been
characterized by continuity and a steady rise to world power (or domi-
nance). European history, in contrast, has been marked by repeated rup-
tures. Germany alone has seen the collapse of five different regimes in less
than a century. Furthermore, while U.S. patriotism has reached an un-
precedented level in recent years, Germans have an uneasy relationship
with their nation. They and their European neighbors are often irritated
by Americans’ nationalist pride and unshakeable belief in their country.4

Transatlantic Ties and Late Cultural Transfer

Even though the political, social, and cultural divisions and the
“intellectual dissonances” between Germany and the United States have
often been deep,5 historians have primarily been concerned with the close
ties between the two countries.6 This is particularly true of the post–
World War II period. Today we know more, and in greater detail, about
the complex relationship between Germany and the United States in this
period than about the relationship between the United States and any
other country.7 To be sure, the United States had a profound influence on
West Germany after 1945. It not only constructed and defined the frame-
work of West German security and economic welfare but also exercised
a more subtle but equally far-reaching influence over West German soci-
ety and culture. After 1945, media, science, art, and architecture were in-
creasingly inspired by the United States, and the introduction of Ameri-
can mass culture and consumerism had a major impact on everyday life
in West Germany.8

It has been argued that cultural transfer cannot be a one-way con-
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nection, that it is mutual and intercultural, and that it always affects
both sides involved.9 Nevertheless, in the case of postwar West Ger-
many and the United States, the German influence on American culture
seems insignificant in comparison to the influence of the United States on
Germany. Many of the discussions in recent decades about Germany’s
future—whether they have emphasized the military or economic well-
being, city planning, or the restructuring of universities—are debates
about “American models.” Germans have often embraced and, perhaps
more often, rejected those models, but they have rarely ignored the “Amer-
ican option.” The United States, in other words, is very much on the Ger-
mans’ mental map.

In their worldviews, Germans and Americans may have grown apart
since the height of the Cold War, but their lifestyles have grown closer.
The economies of the two countries are inextricably connected, and a
dense network of institutional ties exists between them. Interestingly,
when the ideological gap between Germany and the United States
widened, the transatlantic dialogue on culture and politics intensified al-
most immediately. During the Cold War, a “natural partnership” seemed
to exist between Germany and America; in more recent years it has be-
come clear to analysts on both sides of the Atlantic that such a relation-
ship is never natural and must be continuously constructed and recon-
structed, negotiated and promoted, if it is to remain vital.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Atlantic was still a geographic
obstacle to frequent cross-continental encounters and a barrier to com-
munication. Radio, television, airplanes, and the Internet had not yet
come into existence. A round-trip voyage across the ocean by passenger
ship took several weeks. Only a few of the more prominent German
scholars and none of the leading German politicians or members of the
ruling nobility visited the United States in the late nineteenth or early
twentieth century.10 German foreign policy focused almost exclusively
on matters that arose within Europe, and America’s concern with Old
World politics—with the exception perhaps of the Cuba controversy and
the resulting war with Spain—was incidental as well.

By most measures, the United States was still isolated in 1900.
German-American political relations were of little relevance for the
course of world history.11 But German-American encounters were none-
theless extensive throughout the nineteenth century. The very fact alone
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that 5.5 million Germans immigrated to the United States in the century
before World War I had an enormous impact on U.S. society.12 If German
society began to experience increasing Americanization after World War
I, the preceding century saw equally strong German influence on Ameri-
can institutions and communities.13 Transatlantic travel and direct con-
tacts were infrequent, but the cultural and intellectual exchange between
Germans and Americans was nevertheless intense. For most of the nine-
teenth century, the immigrant subculture of German Americans was
more diverse and visible than that of any other group in the United
States.14 Germans were concerned about slavery, outspoken in labor con-
flicts, active in religious communities, dedicated to education and school
reform, and notoriously involved in the Wirtshaus (tavern) business.15

In “frontier cities” such as Milwaukee and Ann Arbor, German Ameri-
cans, especially women, were often the first group to establish insurance
and pension programs, banks, schools, hospitals, churches and syna-
gogues, charities, and theaters.16 Moreover, they were involved in archi-
tecture, engineering, and the design of an urban infrastructure and were
often responsible for the introduction of new methods in agriculture and
forestry.17

“Intercultural transfer” from Germany to the United States was thus
a multilayered and far-reaching process in nineteenth-century America.
German institutions and ideas served continuously as models. Often
those who adopted them were not aware of the transfer or its dynamics.
In some cases, German-American agents of intercultural transfer played
a significant role in promoting a collective German-American identity.
German Americans such as General Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben,
Johann Jakob Astor, August Roebling, and Carl Schurz, as well as promi-
nent German visitors to the United States such as Alexander von Hum-
boldt, were celebrated as “cultural heroes.”18

In the absence of common religious and social roots, German-
American ethnic festivals—Sängerfeste (songfests), Turnfeste (gymnastic
events), and Volksfeste (folk festivals)—played an important role in the
construction of a collective identity and ethnicity. In the course of World
War I, however, when Germany and America faced each other as ene-
mies, this distinctive culture disappeared almost entirely, and German im-
migration to the United States was never again to reach its pre–World
War I level.19 This caesura is reflected in the studies collected here, all of
which deal with the period before World War I.
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American Perceptions of Germany 
and German-American Encounters

For decades, historians have written about the German percep-
tion of America, but little research has been done on the American per-
ception of Germany, the focal point of this book.20 A number of issues
account for this historiographical imbalance, which is related in part to
the constellation of political circumstances and ideologies that prevailed
after World War II. The U.S. military presence in Europe and the Ameri-
canization of German institutions triggered scholarly research on the ori-
gins and precedents of U.S. influence in Germany. Historians began to
explore topics such as the Amerikabild (image of America) of the Ger-
man revolution of 1848.21 Another reason for the strong focus on Ger-
man perceptions of the United States was the weight of sheer numbers.
After all, many more Germans traveled to the United States than Ameri-
cans to Germany during the nineteenth century, and they produced a
rich body of materials—ranging from scholarly investigations to advice
books for immigrants—that scholars have examined in detail.22

The chapters in this volume go beyond the analysis of cultural stereo-
types. Most of them deal with individual travelers and their role as trans-
atlantic intermediaries. In his study of American views of the kingdom of
Saxony in the nineteenth century, Eberhard Brüning discusses the jour-
neys of notable American scholars and writers for whom Saxony, partic-
ularly its capital, Dresden, was a favorite destination. The travels that
Brüning describes are the cultural pilgrimages of an American elite.
These travelers took their extended transatlantic journeys before the
age of mass travel, but their observations touch upon the concerns of
modern tourism as well. Practical hints about the prices of hotels, for in-
stance, are as much a part of their writings as their comments about out-
standing tourist sites and destinations. The scholars who set sail for the
old continent were surely interested in university life and academic con-
tacts, but they also came to Germany as for pleasure.23 The American
scholars’ observations had great influence because they were often pub-
lished in the form of travel books or guidebooks. This genre was in-
tended, as Brüning points out, “to satisfy the curiosity” of potential trav-
elers and “to provide them with all sorts of valuable information on
where to go and what to see.”24 Clearly, the writings of nineteenth-
century American travelers were among the most popular sources of
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information on Germany, and they provide a highly romanticized view of
the Old World.

Many nineteenth-century Germans traveled to the United States in
order to encounter “the other”: everything that their country was not.25

The same is true for Americans who went to Germany. For Germans,
“the other” consisted of phenomena such as American democracy, the
diverse ethnic composition of American society, and the “untouched”
landscapes of the West. For those Americans who went to Germany, on
the other hand, “the other” might be found in royal courts with their an-
cient ceremonies and regal splendor, as in Brüning’s example of Saxony;
in the old libraries and theaters; and in the picturesque landscapes such
as “Saxon Switzerland.” The focus on (and in some cases the obsession
with) symbols, sites, and ceremonies of bygone times was rooted in what
one might call the voyeurism of the New World. Because aristocracy had
no place in the United States, getting a glimpse of its splendor was in-
triguing to American visitors. The old continent and the new were sepa-
rated in time as well as in space. If Germany symbolized the aristocratic
past as it preserved the cultural traditions of old, America represented the
“land of the future” for Germans.26

In their travel writings, Americans constructed mental maps that gave
special meaning to a few selected sites, while many places remained un-
noticed. In this cultural construction, Dresden embodied the tradition of
a provincial court and capital, Leipzig was the city of international fairs,
Weimar symbolized the tradition of classical literature, Göttingen rep-
resented the German university tradition, and so on. Germany, in other
words, was not a unified scene in the eyes of Americans; instead—and
this is one of the insights that Brüning’s chapter offers—regional sites
and the meaning that was attributed to them figured prominently in
nineteenth-century American perceptions of Germany.

In his chapter on John Lothrop Motley, John T. Walker takes a close
look at the role that one prominent scholar and diplomat played as a
transatlantic actor and “interpreter of German culture” in the early nine-
teenth century. Motley’s case is interesting for a number of reasons. First,
he chose to travel to Germany and to learn the German language at a time
when very few colleges in the United States offered German as a foreign
language. Furthermore, he championed Goethe in a New England that
was hostile toward the German writer’s seemingly atheistic Weltan-
schauung.27 Later on, Motley engaged in a transatlantic dialogue with
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Otto von Bismarck, whom he had met as a university student in Göttin-
gen in the 1830s.

By the mid-nineteenth century, only about two hundred American
students had spent time at German universities.28 Nonetheless, their in-
fluence in establishing cultural ties to Germany through their writings
and the institutions they led can hardly be overstated.29 The establish-
ment of Round Hill School in Northampton, Massachusetts, by two
Americans who were inspired by German school models—Joseph Green
Cogswell and George Bancroft—was one of the early developments in
cultural transfer and transnational institution building. Motley, who
had attended Roundhill School, was moved to study in Göttingen by
the examples of Cogswell and Bancroft, and he became one of the
American promoters of contemporary German literature and philos-
ophy in the early nineteenth century. Walker calls Motley a “transatlan-
tic man” not only because he spent more than half of his life in Europe
but also because the idea of “America as a product of European histor-
ical development” was at the core of Motley’s worldview. For Motley,
freedom was a transatlantic concept, and he used a progressive model
to describe the evolution and dissemination of the idea of freedom; he
believed that the origins of freedom could be found in Germany; he em-
phasized that the Anglo Saxons had spread the idea of freedom across
the Atlantic; and he expected their example to play a role in Germany’s
future as “Prussian despotism” eventually gave way to the spreading of
liberties.30 What is remarkable about Motley’s view of Germany is his
optimism and his belief in the existence of a German-American com-
munity of values.

In a study of public institutions and urban communities in a “trans-
atlantic world,” Thomas Adam goes one step further. His interest lies in
both the intellectual exchange and the actual transfer of ideas and orga-
nizational concepts across the Atlantic. Adam’s study focuses on the es-
tablishment of two urban cultural projects, the Boston Public Library
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Both institutions
would not have been founded without the engagement of two American
scholars who had studied in Göttingen and Berlin, George Ticknor and
George Fisk Comfort. Adam argues that Ticknor and Comfort formed
the new American institutions according to European blueprints: The
Boston Public Library was modeled after the Royal Saxon Library in
Dresden, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art followed the example of
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German art museums founded on the initiative of middle-class civic as-
sociations.

In the case of the Boston Public Library, George Ticknor insisted on
the introduction of a system of free book circulation to replace the older
model of reference libraries that granted only restricted access to users.
With regard to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, George Comfort bor-
rowed the German model of using a private association as the organiza-
tional basis for establishing an art museum. These two institutions served
in turn as models for subsequent projects in the United States. Further-
more, some of the ideas that evolved in the transatlantic process of adap-
tation—such as museum associations and popular education for social
betterment (in the case of the Boston Library)—would later be “reim-
ported” to Germany. Adam’s contribution to this volume makes clear
that the “transatlantic community” was constantly negotiated and rene-
gotiated in a process of “cultural borrowing”: The United States imitated
and adapted European models, and Europe responded in kind.

Gabriele Lingelbach is more critical of the concept of transatlantic
transfer than Brüning, Walker, and Adam. Her chapter focuses more on
the transfer of structures from Germany to the United States and less on
the role of individual actors and their ideas. In her sophisticated assess-
ment of the institutional development of universities in Germany and
the United States, Lingelbach rejects the traditional view that American
college reform in the nineteenth century was heavily influenced by the
German university model.31 She not only questions the very existence
of a unified “German model” but also convincingly demonstrates that
cultural transfer was generally selective. Only individual elements of
the German university system were imported, and many of them were
adapted or “reinvented” to fit the American system. Lingelbach reminds
us that any transfer “across cultural borders” is a complex process that
cannot be described in simple terms.32

One of the complicating factors in the analysis of cultural transfer
from Germany to the United States is the fact that the receiving society
itself was very diverse. “American culture” was in reality a mix of mul-
tiple subcultures. In their contributions to this volume, Andrew P. Yox
and Christiane Harzig focus on the German-American subculture. Their
chapters are less concerned with the import of ideas, concepts, or insti-
tutions and more with the German migration experience itself. Yox uses
German-American poetry as a source for understanding “the German-
American mindset.”33
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German-American poetry has not been a topic of serious historical
study.34 Yox deserves special credit, therefore, for the “rediscovery” of
this body of primary sources. In his chapter, he argues that “lost love”
was one of the dominant themes of nineteenth-century German-
American poetry. In contrast to poetry published at the same time in
Germany, according to Yox, German-American poems showed almost
no awareness of erotic love. In general, German-American poetry was
descriptive rather than reflective or self-referential. It was less con-
cerned with literary and philosophical traditions than its counterpart
in Germany. “The heroes of the German poets” were, as Yox puts it,
“scholars—such as Socrates, Plato, and Shelley—whereas those of the
German-American poets” were “political and religious leaders.”

German-American poetry displayed a set of emotions that was closely
connected to the loss of enduring ties to Germany. It can thus help us re-
construct aspects of German-American identity. But we know very little
about the social place of belles lettres in the German-American commu-
nity; the production, distribution, and reception of this literature; and the
authors and the way they saw themselves. Accordingly, much more re-
search needs to be done.

In her contribution to this volume, Christiane Harzig argues that
German-speaking immigrants in North America were much more subtly
connected to Europe and Germany than most of the existing literature as-
sumes. While earlier generations of scholars focused on socioeconomic
or structural elements—such as the push-pull paradigm of migration—
to describe the interaction between immigrants and their home country,
Harzig demonstrates that the interconnection between German Ameri-
cans and Germans affected virtually every aspect of life. She points out
that, in Germany, there was great familiarity with the United States—
and vice versa—even though the connection between the two continents
was often based on imagination. The permanence and the intensity of
this exchange, which took place in a number of different spheres (polit-
ical, economic, institutional, and discursive), result in the construction
of what Harzig calls “transatlantic space.” Ultimately, she suggests, we
should conceive of transcultural encounters “as taking place, not so
much in two separate worlds,” but as exchanges within a space that is
characterized by “similarities and familiarities,” by “subtle translations
and adaptations.”35

Some of the findings presented in this collection seem incompatible, at
least at first glance. For Lingelbach and Yox, Germany and the United
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States are separate worlds, oceans apart. The structures of German uni-
versities were never actually “transplanted” to America (Lingelbach),
and German-American poets expressed sentiments of “uprootedness,”
not of an intimate connection with the homeland (Yox). For the other
authors, the German and American worlds are much more closely
connected through intellectual exchange (Brüning), shared traditions
and values (Walker), the “borrowing” of institutional concepts (Adam),
and the transcultural nature of everyday experience (Harzig). Neverthe-
less, taken together, the studies in this collection provide us with a pic-
ture of a transatlantic world that was based on the continuous exchange
of ideas.

Even the chapters that emphasize close transatlantic ties make it very
clear that each and every idea was transformed in the process of inter-
cultural transfer. Nothing crossed the Atlantic without adaptation and
change. Literary and personal encounters were common, but there were
also barriers such as language and cultural prejudice. At the same time,
the authors who claim that the ocean was a major impediment in the
transplantation of institutions emphasize that transatlantic models
shaped American discourse and structures. A variety of obstacles stood
in the way of cultural transfer. It was easier, for instance, to create a new
type of institution in America—like a public library or an art associa-
tion—than to radically reform or restructure a larger existing body—
such as the college or university system. In both cases, however, trans-
atlantic models were central points of reference. The same is true for
German-American poetry. The difference between works written by
Germans and those penned by German Americans was unmistakable,
but German Americans constantly referred to the Old World and its tra-
ditions.

With their focus on exchange, all of the chapters in this collection are
written in the tradition of what Erich Angermann has called “Atlantic
history,” a conceptual approach that views “American history as part of
an integrated history of North America and Europe.”36 All of them as-
sume that the Atlantic was a sphere shared by both the Old World and
the New. Rather than emphasizing the difference in developments on
either side of the Atlantic—the German “Sonderweg” and American
“exceptionalism”—the contributors to this collection suggest that the
reference to concepts and ideas, if not the actual transfer, was vital
throughout the nineteenth century.

It should not surprise us that cultural and social questions are at the
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core of a collection that deals with German-American encounters before
World War I. Whereas earlier generations of Atlantic historians were
concerned mostly with the diplomatic, political, and economic ties be-
tween Europe and America, these chapters reconstruct the reciprocal
images of Germany and America. They reveal prejudices, visions, and lit-
erary stereotypes; they discuss actual and virtual travel across the At-
lantic; and they explain the role of individuals in the various processes of
cultural and institutional transfer. All of these studies rest on the under-
standing of the fact that in the nineteenth century—much more so than
in the twentieth or the present—it was not the major political or cor-
porate players in Germany and the United States who set the tone of
German-American relations but the educators and philanthropists, writ-
ers and scientists, and, above all, immigrants: ordinary women and men.
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