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A TUMULTUOUS RELATIONSHIP: NICHOLAS MURRAY 
BUTLER AND GERMANY IN THE ERA OF THE 
TWO WORLD WARS1

Elisabeth Piller
UNIVERSITY OF FREIBURG

The relationship between Germany and the United States in the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century was a tumultuous one, to say the least. 
In the era of the two world wars, transatlantic relations oscillated be-
tween rivalry and partnership, confrontation and cooperation, resent-
ment and reconciliation. The interactions of German and American 
academics encapsulated and shaped this volatile relationship: they 
studied and taught at each other’s universities, served their respective 
nations as cultural diplomats and propagandists, and helped shape 
national images in elite discourse and public opinion.2 Importantly, 
the academic world also embodied the sea change in international 
prestige and infl uence that characterized German-American relations 
at large. By the late nineteenth century, Germany still occupied a pre-
eminent place in international academia, and U.S. universities vied 
for German contacts and connections. Half a century later, German 
universities were in spiritual and physical disarray, looking for sup-
port to the United States, which had become an economic, political, 
and academic superpower. 

 This article explores this tumultuous relationship through the life of 
one American academic, Nicholas Murray Butler. Butler, a philosophy 
professor and president of Columbia University from 1902 to 1945, was 
both a witness to and a key protagonist in German-American relations. 
Although largely forgotten today, Butler was among the most promi-
nent Americans of his time. Driven by seemingly boundless energy 
and equally boundless ambition, Butler rose from a middle-class 
background to become not only Columbia University’s longest-serving 
president but also a well-known champion of international coopera-
tion, serving as a director (since 1910) and president (since 1925) of the 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and receiving the Nobel 
Peace prize in 1931. As an avid public speaker, interviewee and writer 
of opinion pieces (his bibliography includes more than 3,200 published 
items up to 1932 alone) Butler exerted considerable infl uence in the 
public sphere in the United States and beyond.3 So prominent was 
Butler in his day that the New York Times for decades published his 
annual Christmas greetings.4 If Butler’s national standing was 
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impressive, his international stature was 
truly astounding. Over the course of his long 
and active life he accumulated honorary de-
grees and state decorations from all over 
Europe. On his annual visits to the Old World, 
he wined and dined with kings and queens, 
scientifi c and intellectual luminaries, states-
men and politicians. Wherever he went, But-
ler was celebrated and honored as the cul-
tural ambassador of the United States. As the 
Progressive journalist William Allen White 
wrote about Butler’s infl uence: “Probably no 
other citizen of this land [the United States] 
for the last forty years has known so many of 
the powerful fi gures of business, education 
and politics in Europe and the United States. 
... He has made his private opinion public 
sentiment probably more defi nitely than any 
other living man in this country … .”5 

And yet, surprisingly little is known about 
Butler’s role in international relations and 
German-American relations in particular. 
In contrast to his role in domestic aff airs 
(including Butler’s long involvement in educa-
tional reform and the Republican party),6 his 
engagement with Germany has received only 
limited and piecemeal attention.7 Thus 
Charlotte Lerg recognizes Butler as a determined 
university diplomat who in the decade aft er 
1900 built close ties to German universities 
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and offi  cials (as well as Western Europe more generally) to advance 
his own, Columbia University’s and America’s prestige in the world.8 
During the First World War, as Tomás Irish shows, Butler was at the 
forefront of integrating American universities in the U.S. war eff ort 
and forging a cultural alliance against Germany;9 from the mid-1920s 
onward, however, as Katharina Rietzler and Michael Wala demon-
strate, Butler once again used the resources of the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace (CEIP) and Columbia University to 
champion reconciliation with Germany and rebuild ties with German 
universities and offi  cials.10 These ties he maintained even aft er 1933 
and thereby, as Stephen Norwood argues, helped condone and 
legitimize Nazi Germany in the United States.11 While existing schol-
arship thus conveys the intense and volatile nature of Butler’s rela-
tionship with Germany, much of what we know remains episodic. 
Above all, Butler’s engagement with Wilhelmine, Weimar and 
Nazi Germany is usually treated separately, even though personal 
and cultural relationships do not necessarily align with political 
periodization. 

By contrast, this paper argues that Butler’s relationship with Germany — 
and Germany’s relationship with Butler — is best understood through 
a long-term analysis, covering the period from around 1900 to the late 
1930s. What is more, this paper seeks to use Butler’s life as a lens to 
comprehend a complicated German-American relationship beyond 
its better-known military and political caesura. What makes Butler 
such an illuminating subject of historical study is his fi ve decade-long 
involvement with international (academic) relations. Unlike other 
university presidents of his time, who served much shorter tenures, 
Butler allows for a long-term perspective on a crucial half-century 
of German-American relations. And only such a perspective can 
explain, I believe, why Butler and other internationalists, staunch 
anti-militarists that they were, seemingly ended up condoning the 
Third Reich. 

On the one hand, this paper treats Butler as representative of a gen-
eration of U.S. cultural internationalists, oft en educators, who used 
their access to published opinion and academic networks to pursue 
an informal foreign policy fostering international intellectual coop-
eration and, thereby, they hoped, lasting peace.12 On the other hand, 
the paper explores German attitudes and ambitions towards Butler, 
approaching them as an indication of German attitudes and ambitions 
towards the United States more generally. Accordingly, the paper 
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relies as much on Butler’s personal papers, university records and 
Carnegie Endowment materials at the Columbia University Archives 
as it does on the records of the Prussian Ministry of Culture and the 
German Foreign Ministry. 

By sketching this tumultuous relationship, the paper is part of a larger 
historiographical trend in diplomatic history, which underlines the 
signifi cant role of individual transnational actors in international 
relations. In recent decades, diplomatic historians have begun to 
look beyond the traditional foreign-policy establishment to ponder 
the actions and impact of academics, students, foundation offi  cers, 
missionaries, humanitarians, musicians and even tourists as informal 
foreign policy actors.13 Butler’s case off ers a particularly intriguing 
window onto such private initiative and infl uence, and emphasizes 
the diplomatic potential of transatlantic academic relations in the 
early twentieth century.14

Moreover, tracing Butler’s involvement with Germany opens a 
diff erent perspective on a transatlantic relationship that is oft en 
recounted through major political, military, and economic events: 
The First World War and the Versailles peace treaty, the U.S.-
brokered reparations settlements of 1924 (Dawes-Plan) and 1929 
(Young-Plan), the Great Depression, and the Second World War.15 
By contrast, this paper foregrounds the cultural dimension of 
transatlantic relations in two important ways: fi rst, it examines 
the formative years of American and German cultural diplomacy, 
its main actors, and the (mis-)perceptions that informed them. 
Second, it traces the developments in the academic world that 
accompanied and shaped some of the key events of the period, 
that is, the confrontation of the era of the Great War, the process 
of transatlantic reconciliation in the 1920s, and Americans’ initial 
accommodation of Nazi Germany. The paper will analyze Butler’s, 
and the United States’ volatile relationship with Germany in three 
chronological sections, focusing on the pre-war Wilhelmine era, 
the war and postwar period, including Weimar Germany, and the 
early Nazi years. 

I. Butler, Germany, and transatlantic cultural diplomacy at the 
turn of the century

Butler’s involvement with Germany dates back to the 1880s. An ambi-
tious young man, Butler acquired all the traits he believed necessary 
to move up in the world early on: a posh accent, immaculate dress, 
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a courteous and cosmopolitan demeanor — and a European educa-
tion. Like 10,000 other Americans in the nineteenth century, Butler 
(a PhD in philosophy from Columbia University in hand) spent a year 
at a German university, enrolling at the University of Berlin in 1884. 
Although Butler would oft en speak of the profound impact that his 
German teachers (especially the Neo-Kantian professor of philosophy 
Friedrich Paulsen) had had on him, it is diffi  cult to ascertain how 
infl uential, in terms of his scholarship, his time abroad truly was.16 
What is certain, however, is that his European education gave him 
a profi ciency in French and German, strengthened his interest in 
world aff airs, and aided his steep career at Columbia. A philosophy 
instructor at the tender age of 23, Butler became professor and dean 
of the Faculty of Philosophy fi ve years later; then, in 1902, now 39 
years old, he became president of the university — a post he would 
hold until 1945. 

At this point, at the very latest, Butler began to renew his relationship 
with Germany. Butler was part of a group of enterprising university 
presidents who sought to reform U.S. higher learning and aimed to 
turn their universities into leading research institutions.17 To this 
end, they recognized that establishing closer ties with Europe’s and 
particularly Germany’s world-renowned institutions of higher learning 
could help raise their universities’ academic profi le, global visibility 
and, by extension, enrollments and endowment.18 In the summer of 
1905, Butler thus ventured to Germany, where he managed to meet 
with Emperor Wilhelm II and Friedrich Althoff , the offi  cial in charge of 
Prussian universities. There, he successfully concluded an agreement 
for a German-American professorial exchange to be based at Columbia 
University and the University of Berlin respectively. In the following 
years, Butler turned Columbia University into a U.S. hub for relations 
with German science and culture: In 1906 and 1907 he served as presi-
dent of the recently founded Germanistic Society of America, in 1911 he 
opened a Deutsches Haus at Columbia, and he welcomed and honored 
German academics and ambassadors on campus on a regular basis.19 

Butler’s search for German ties was doubtlessly driven by real en-
thusiasm for Germany and German culture. Like many Americans 
of his class and education, Butler cherished and conspicuously 
consumed European culture. What is more, his conversations and 
lunches with Wilhelm II in the summer of 1905 had greatly fl attered 
and impressed Butler and he would remember them fondly as late 
as 1939.20 A second factor, however, was Butler’s lively competition 
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with other American university presidents such as Charles W. Eliot of 
Harvard, William R. Harper of Chicago or Benjamin I. Wheeler of the 
University of California.21 It was Harvard University’s agreement for a 
professorial exchange with the University of Berlin in late 1904 that 
prompted Butler’s trip to Germany just a few months later. Yet, for 
Butler — and this was exceptional — his pursuit of German connec-
tions was also a means of cultural diplomacy. In the more than forty 
years of his Columbia presidency, Butler would use the university’s 
resources, its access to international networks, and the prestige of 
academic ritual to boost not only his own and Columbia’s but also the 
United States’ visibility and infl uence in the world. Above all, Butler 
believed that intellectual exchange between Germany and the United 
States could help educate their respective publics to develop greater 
knowledge and appreciation of each other’s culture and to think in 
terms of international cooperation — what Butler famously called 
“the International Mind.” Ultimately, the professorial exchange was 
part of a cultural initiative intended to maintain German-American 
“friendship” just as geopolitical confl ict in Latin America began to 
sour their relationship around the turn of the century.22 

Butler’s political agenda is evident from the set-up of Columbia’s 
professorial exchange with Berlin, particularly those aspects in which 
it diff ered from Harvard’s: unlike at Harvard, where German exchange 
professors taught classes in their academic specialty and in German, 
the exchange professorship at Columbia was geared towards a wider 
public impact, focusing on German current aff airs, and professors 
taught in English. Moreover, the exchange professors did not hail 
from Columbia or Berlin alone but were recruited countrywide, serv-
ing as national, not institutional representatives. The exchange’s self-
declared national mission was also apparent from its name: with the 
consent of the German emperor and the American president, the Ger-
man professor in New York held the title of Kaiser-Wilhelm-Professor 
of German History and Institutions, while the American professor in 
Berlin held the Theodore-Roosevelt-Professorship of American History 
and Institutions. Accordingly, as Butler himself proudly declared, the 
exchange was less an academic than a diplomatic arrangement. As he 
wrote to Friedrich Schmidt-Ott, Althoff ’s successor in the Prussian 
Ministry of Culture:

My conception of the Roosevelt Professorship is that it rep-
resents an exchange not between institutions but between 
nations [… and ] it is this characteristic of the Roosevelt 
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Professorship that gives to it a special meaning and a spe-
cial distinction.23

For Butler, then, academic relations were always part and parcel of 
international politics. At a time when there was no offi  cial U.S. cul-
tural diplomacy to speak of, informal actors like Butler confi dently 
stepped in and used their own means — their cultural capital, access 
to university endowments, and broad transnational contacts — to 
bolster U.S. infl uence and visibility in the world. At least as far as 
Butler was concerned, this amounted to a deliberate act of informal 
foreign policy making. It is indicative of Butler’s vision (and his ego) 
that he repeatedly likened Columbia to a U.S. Ministry of Culture.24 

At the same time these developments shed light on the early days 
of German cultural diplomacy. Transatlantic projects like the pro-
fessorial exchange aft er 1900 derived from a mutuality of Butler’s 
and German interests.25 Prussian offi  cials shared Butler’s quasi-
diplomatic understanding of international academic relations, or 
at least parts of it. Since about the turn of the century, the Prussian 
Ministry of Culture and Wilhelm II had begun to pursue an active 
cultural diplomacy towards the United States, including support for 
prestigious projects like the Germanic Museum at Harvard (1902), 
the professorial exchanges with Harvard and Columbia (1904/05), 
and the Deutsches Haus at Columbia (1911). The impetus behind 
these measures was clearly political, intending to use cultural ties to 
improve the deteriorating German-American relationship.26 Prussian 
offi  cials drew on what they considered Germany’s unique infl uence at 
U.S. universities in the hope of swaying American elites in Germany’s 
favor, or at least slowing their drift  towards Germany’s imperial 
rivals, France and Great Britain.27 In the offi  cial German mind, well-
connected alumni of German universities like Butler were seen as 
crucial, staunchly Germanophile partners in this task, whose promo-
tion of and apparent devotion to German culture they rewarded with 
signifi cant social courtesies and state honors. In 1910, for example, 
Butler received an honorary doctorate from the University of Berlin 
and was inducted into the Order of the Red Eagle, the highest honor 
the Prussian state awarded to foreigners.28 Germans were not alone 
in considering Butler to be highly receptive to such fl attery. Theodore 
Roosevelt, for example, found Butler one of those Americans “wholly 
unable to withstand contact with royalty.”29
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And yet, in hindsight, Butler’s relationship with Germany also en-
capsulates German-American misunderstandings of that period. For 
one, Germans fundamentally misjudged the nature of Butler’s and 
American academia’s attachment to Germany. Their actions rested on 
a feeling of superiority and the belief that the thousands of Americans 
educated at German universities had given Germany special infl uence 
in a country that the Germans regarded as an intellectual backwater, a 
cultural colony of Europe. As the German ambassador to Washington, 
Count Johann Heinrich von Bernstorff , remarked dismissively shortly 
before the First World War: “today an American culture does not yet 
exist. Aft er a short acquaintance with any American, it is soon clear 
whether his culture is of English, German or French origin.”30 Ger-
man characterization of Butler as a “Germanophile” refl ected such 
zero-sum-thinking, and made Germans blind to the fact that U.S. 
academics and university presidents like Butler strove to “internation-
alize,” not to “Germanize” the American campus.31 Indeed, whereas 
German academics hoped to maintain their allegedly exclusive posi-
tion on the American campus, Butler welcomed a French house (the 
Maison Française was opened on campus in 1913), French exchange 
professors and French honors with equal enthusiasm.32 In the decade 
before the war, Butler concluded professorial exchanges not just with 
Germany but also with France, the Netherlands, Japan and Austria; in 
the same vein, he assumed the presidency not only of the Germanistic 
Society, but also of the (Anglo-American) Pilgrims Society and the 
France-America Society (as well as a dozen others). If anything, Butler’s 
cultural internationalism was informed not by Germanophilia but by 
U.S. exceptionalism.33 Irrespective of his regard for European culture, 
Butler saw American education and culture as soon to be on par with 
Europe, and with many of its own ideas and principles to impart on 
what seemed an excessively militarist Old World. It comes as no 
surprise, then, that Butler grew increasingly impatient with German 
arrogance, as can be seen from his complaints to Berlin about send-
ing only second-rate German professors to Morningside Heights. In 
February 1913, for example, he complained to the Prussian Ministry 
about “Prof. [Felix] Krueger of Halle” whom he characterized as “an 
agreeable little man of very ordinary capacity [but] in no sense the 
intellectual or academic equal of the men who we were sending as 
Roosevelt-professors.”34 Ultimately, Butler’s annoyance indicated the 
diff erent premises and objectives of German and American cultural 
diplomacy: Whereas Germans saw initiatives like the professorial 
exchange as an opportunity to cement their preeminent academic 
position and gain public infl uence, Americans like Butler considered 
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it a step towards academic parity and U.S. ascendancy. These diff er-
ent motivations, the coexistence of competition and cooperation, 35 
explain some of the vitality of German-American cultural relations 
in the decade before the First World War, just as they would inform 
transatlantic antagonisms aft er 1914. 

II. War and peace in the academic world, 1914–1932 

The First World War occasioned a deep rift  in Butler’s and America’s 
relationship with Germany, and one that would take well over a decade 
to mend. American academics began to drift  away from Germany 
and into the Allied camp well before the United States entered the 
war on the side of the Allies in April of 1917. Butler’s case illustrates 
some of the dynamics and the emotions behind this wartime cultural 
mobilization and its complicated legacy for German-American rec-
onciliation in the 1920s.

1. Butler and transatlantic mobilizations after 1914

Like many Americans, Butler was caught in the middle of the Euro-
pean confl ict from August 1914. For Butler this was true in an emo-
tional sense as well as in a physical sense — he was on vacation in 
Europe in early August.36 The outbreak of the war shattered the aca-
demic internationalism of prewar decades and ideologically divided 
the scientifi c community.37 In all belligerent countries, members of 
the academic community joined the national war eff ort as soldiers, 
scientists and propagandists. In the latter capacity they promoted 
their national cause at home and abroad and tried to win the sup-
port of the most important neutral nation, the United States.38 In 
late August 1914 Butler returned to New York City to fi nd his desk 
laden with letters from European friends and acquaintances, all of 
them expecting him to listen sympathetically to their arguments and, 
ultimately, take their side. As could be expected, German offi  cials 
and academics, too, readily identifi ed Butler as a potential asset in 
winning U.S. favor and consequently made him a primary addressee 
of their myriad pamphlets, letters, and manifestos.39 In the most (in)
famous of these, the Manifesto of the Ninety-Three, ninety-three Ger-
man intellectuals and artists threw their cultural prestige behind the 
German war eff ort and tried to refute British “lies”: they defended the 
German invasion of neutral Belgium as a military necessity, denied 
that any atrocities had occurred, and belabored the heroic unity of 
the German people.40 Just what German academics expected their 
American peers to make of these proclamations was clear from one 
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appeal stating that “the universities of America know what German 
culture means to the world, so we trust they will stand by Germany.”41 

Needless to say, this turned out to be a striking misjudgment. U.S. 
elites, especially on the Eastern seaboard, rather quickly adopted an 
anti-German or at least pro-Allied position. Not only did they hold 
Germany responsible for the war but they were also repelled by the 
German invasion of neutral Belgium, the German army’s atrocities 
against civilians and the destruction of cultural landmarks such as 
the university library of Louvain.42 What is more, they experienced 
German scholars’ defense, indeed, denial of these deeds as an act of 
moral bankruptcy. Already by late October, the sociologist Charles 
Elwood (an alumnus of the University of Berlin) found that Germany 
had lost the favor of about 90 per cent of American academics “in 
spite of the traditional infl uence of Germany over American uni-
versities.”43 Indeed, many American scholars who had previously 
entertained close relations with Germany, such as former Harvard 
President Charles W. Eliot, railed publicly against German “milita-
rism” and accused German scholars of being complicit in a war of 
aggression.44 

By contrast, Butler exemplifi es a more cautious academic response. 
He adopted a moderate position that was shaped by his German ties, 
pacifi st conviction and belief in American exceptionalism. He consid-
ered the war a senseless tragedy, but attributed it — at least initially — 
not to any one nation but to European militarism more generally. 
When he opened the academic year at Columbia in September 1914, 
Butler shared his deep regret about a war that had been started “by 
kings and by cabinets” and had been accepted by the “masses of 
population” only with “grim resignation.”45 To illustrate his point, 
Butler shared a personal anecdote that would prove fateful for his 
relationship with Germany:

The most signifi cant statement that I heard in Europe was 
made to me on the third day of August last by a German 
railway servant, a grizzled veteran of the Franco-Prussian 
war. In reply to my question as to whether he would have to 
go to the front, the old man said: “No; I am too old. I am 
seventy-two. But my four boys went yesterday, God help 
them! and I hate to have them go.” “For, Sir,“” he added in 
a lowered voice, “this is not a people‘s war; it is a kings‘ 
war, and when it is over there may not be so many kings.”46 
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Although Germans would soon focus on the allegedly insulting 
character of this anecdote, Butler arguably told it not to indict 
Germany but to argue that enlightened world opinion (the “Interna-
tional Mind”) and U.S. mediation could facilitate a lasting peace. In 
an interview with the New York Times a few weeks later he predicted 
that the war would bring a more democratic future to Europe and 
proclaimed the United States “the fi rst moral power in the world to-
day.”47 Like President Wilson, Butler saw the war as a chance for U.S. 
moral leadership and, like him, initially believed that such leadership 
required continued U.S. neutrality. 

Acting on this conviction, Butler sought at fi rst to play the role of hon-
est broker between Germany and the United States. In letters, articles 
and interviews he tried to explain the German position to Americans 
and vice versa.48 In particular, he attempted to convince his German 
friends that anti-German sentiment in the United States was not 
(as they believed) the result of British misinformation but a justifi ed 
response to German actions. Holding on to the popular notion of 
“two Germanies,” that is, the idea that there was a loft y Germany of 
scholarship, music and a jovial people and another Germany of exces-
sive military drill and autocratic government, he tried to assure his 
German interlocutors that Americans blamed German leaders and 
not the German people. As he wrote to a German friend, 

the terrible war keeps me awake at night [...] There is every-
where expressed the profoundest admiration and the deepest 
sympathy for the German people, but at the same time 
American public opinion is almost unanimously in favor of 
the Allies (even among those who know Germany well and 
love her most) because it is felt that the policy of militarism 
has far more power in Germany, Austria and Russia than any-
where else in the world and that unless the Allies are success-
ful the power of militarism will increase and not diminish.49

Throughout the fi rst months of the war, Butler thus made a clear 
eff ort to maintain a degree of even-handedness, to clear up “mis-
understandings,” or at least to couch his disapproval in conciliatory 
language. Such a position, however, was doomed to failure. 

Butler’s stance drew heavy criticism on both sides of the Atlantic. In 
the United States, the champions of preparedness, that is, advocates 
of U.S. war preparation, including Butler’s former friend Theodore 
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Roosevelt, accused him of “playing the game of the pacifi sts and the 
German-Americans in this country, who wish and who are in eff ect 
doing all they can to put our weight behind Germany.”50 Meanwhile 
Butler’s German friends were equally indignant. They considered his 
equation of Germany with militarism and his distinction between 
German leaders and the German people highly off ensive. To German 
minds, Butler’s harmless anecdote about the railroad employee 
was nothing short of a “falsifi cation of the attitude of the German 
people” (as Schmidt-Ott reported to Wilhelm II) 51 and an indication 
that “he has with concealed (if not with open) colors defected to the 
other [Allied] camp.”52 Despite Butler’s repeated off er to continue the 
professorial exchange, the Prussian Ministry chose to terminate it, 
and most other transatlantic interaction, in May 1915.53 

These experiences left  a bad aft ertaste for all involved. Responding 
to the termination of the professorial exchange, Henry Walcott Far-
nam of Yale University, who had also received part of his education 
in Germany, and was the designated Roosevelt Professor for 1915, 
related to Butler: 

the sudden emergence of what seems almost like an opaque 
wall between the standards of my German friends and my 
own, the diffi  culty if not impossibility of ever again having 
that same feeling of interest and sympathy in German life 
and history which I have cherished since my boyhood, all 
belong to the imponderable yet very real losses of the year 
[…].54 

This feeling of disappointment was shared on the other side of the 
Atlantic. “America,” Schmidt-Ott complained to a German professor 
just a few weeks later, “is a hopeless case [...] You would not believe the 
nonsense that Mr. Butler and others have been writing in their letters. 
And the moral superiority of that nation has become nearly insuff er-
able.”55 The professorial exchange, begun as an experiment in inter-
national understanding, thus ended in discord and disillusionment.

In the broader context of the First World War, Butler’s experience 
is important for two reasons. First, it illustrates a larger rift  in the 
academic world. During the fi rst year of the war, German-American 
academic contact withered as both sides felt increasingly separated 
by an “opaque wall” of diff erent standards and interpretations. By 
the time a German submarine sank the British ocean liner Lusitania 
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in May 1915 with more than one hundred Americans on board — a 
turning point in U.S. sentiment towards Germany — German and 
American scholars had for the most part stopped communicating 
already.56 Second, Butler’s case underlines an oft en overlooked, but 
defi ning feature of this development: its deeply emotional nature. This 
is particularly apparent from German (over)reactions: Butler’s harm-
less anecdote about the Franco-Prussian war veteran, for example, 
sparked an offi  cial investigation to fi nd that railroad employee.57 To be 
sure, wartime patriotism and accusations of German “war guilt” made 
Germans hypersensitive to criticism anyway; but they took particular 
off ense at the disapproval emanating from U.S. universities because 
American academics seemed to owe so much to German universities. 
Thus they considered Butler’s neutralist position not just a disagree-
ment among friends but an act of ingratitude, even betrayal. 

As a consequence, the lessons many German scholars drew from U.S. 
rejections were radical: all eff orts to win American academic favor 
would have to cease immediately, never to be taken up again. German 
prestige, a vocal group of professors argued, had only suff ered from 
a decade’s courtship of what they saw as an academically inferior 
United States; the wartime animosity at Columbia and Harvard, the 
focal points of these eff orts, had revealed its utter fruitlessness.58 
“If one should ever try to re-establish [the professorial exchange],” 
Eduard Meyer, a well-known historian and former German exchange 
professor at Harvard, declared in February 1915, “it is to be hoped 
that no German professor would stoop so low as to respond to a call 
to read at one of these universities.”59 Ultimately, the bitter disap-
pointment of German academics and offi  cials demonstrated just how 
fundamentally they had misjudged both German infl uence and the 
“Germanophilia” of men like Butler. 

American reactions, too, were the result of misperception and 
emotion. In particular, Americans failed to see that the myriad pro-
nouncements of German professors were not so much the product of 
a uniquely militarist mindset as they were a defensive overreaction 
by men who felt (physically and propagandistically) “encircled” by 
enemies. They also failed to show much concern for the fact that Ger-
man professors signed such appeals not in their capacity as scholars 
but as self-appointed representatives of the German nation.60 Hence, 
they judged German claims about the defensive nature of the German 
war eff ort and their outright denial of German atrocities in Belgium, 
each of them made without any robust evidence, not only a violation 
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of moral but also academic standards. Worse still, they considered 
German scholars’ fl imsy arguments (and their apparent belief that 
American scholars would readily swallow them) as a studied insult 
to their intelligence — and one symptomatic of German intellectual 
arrogance towards Americans. Albion Small, one of America’s most 
infl uential sociologists, and, again, an alumnus of the University of 
Berlin, expressed just how “diffi  cult it is for us to believe that men 
whom we have regarded a paragons of scientifi c methods can so 
fl agrantly abandon the elements of critical procedure, unless they 
assume that Americans are incapable of detecting plain substitu-
tion of opinion for reality.”61 In all, these academic divisions fi nally 
laid bare the diff erent understandings of the transatlantic academic 
relationship: whereas Germans expected loyalty from their American 
“students,” Americans expected intellectual respect from their 
German “peers.” It was these disappointed assumptions that made 
the German-American falling out so very bitter. 

This rift  in the academic world held a larger signifi cance for trans-
atlantic aff airs. As Butler’s example shows, the academic and diplo-
matic worlds had become entangled in the prewar decades and they 
continued to converge aft er 1914. Academics fi gured prominently in 
home front mobilization the world over.62 Their cultural authority, 
international experience and access to published opinion helped 
shape public discourse. German observers considered former Har-
vard President Charles Eliot the “most dangerous, most conniving 
of our enemies and, because of the authority that his words carry in 
the United States, a hostile army corps.”63 Little wonder, then, that 
academic antagonisms percolated through to transatlantic politics. 
In Germany, the experience of American rejection radicalized many 
German scholars into increasingly uncompromising positions. U.S. 
ingratitude and the obvious futility of German friendship initiatives 
convinced them that only a “hardball” approach would get the desired 
results in the United States — in the academic as in the diplomatic 
and military worlds. It is no coincidence that an adamant nationalist 
like historian Eduard Meyer became a key proponent of unrestricted 
submarine warfare. He used his considerable scholarly authority and 
fi rst-hand knowledge of the United States to help legitimize the posi-
tion of those German leaders (such as Erich Ludendorff ) who were 
eager to downplay U.S. military potential in the long debate leading up 
to the adoption of unrestricted submarine warfare, a policy that would 
eventually draw the United States into the war in April 1917.64 Thus 
academic alienation came to aff ect German Amerikapolitik at large. 
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A similar process was observable in the United States. Many Ameri-
can academics culturally mobilized against Germany long before 
the United States entered the war, and they began to move closer to 
British and French universities in a way that presaged the alliance of 
1917.65 When the United States fi nally joined the Allied war eff ort, it 
did so not only economically and militarily but also culturally: German 
books were banned from libraries, the German language erased 
from school and university curricula and German music from 
concert halls. American academics, oft en German-trained, joined 
the U.S. propaganda eff ort, mobilizing a reluctant nation against 
German barbarism.66 At Columbia, Butler erased all traces of 
German infl uence (including the closure of the Deutsches Haus 
in 1917) and transformed his campus into an ideological and 
physical recruiting ground for the American Expeditionary Force.67 
His volte-face resulted from emotions, convictions and ambitions 
alike. Clearly, Butler’s personal disappointment fueled his growing 
belief that a defeat of Germany was tantamount to the defeat of 
militarism and hence every true pacifi st’s duty.68 At the same time, 
joining the American war eff ort promised Butler and his university 
the visibility and prestige that German connections previously 
had.69 

2. Butler and the diffi cult demobilization of minds

If Butler’s relationship with Germany off ers insights into the trans-
atlantic dynamics of cultural mobilization during the Great War, his 
slow reconciliation with the defeated nation in the 1920s underlines 
the diffi  cult demobilization of minds thereaft er.70 Butler’s example 
illustrates the psychological hurdles of fi nding common ground in 
the postwar years, just as it attests to the important role that cultural 
relations would eventually play in fostering transatlantic accord. It 
shows, too, that the German-American rapprochement of the 1920s, 
oft en attributed to fi nancial entanglements and shared economic 
interests, had a notable cultural dimension.71

The demobilization of minds aft er the war was extremely diffi  cult. 
This was the case even though there were good reasons on both 
sides to quickly renew transatlantic relations. Certainly, Germans 
and Americans alike should have had a vested interest in renewing 
their academic relationship. Germany, for its part, looked to win the 
support of a newly infl uential United States in revising the Versailles 
Treaty, particularly the reparations provisions.72 Since it was widely 
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recognized that Washington would be unwilling to exert itself on 
behalf of Germany as long as U.S. opinion remained hostile to 
Germany, this should have suggested a concerted German eff ort at 
public diplomacy, including the resumption of academic exchange.73 
Likewise, Butler and U.S. cultural internationalists should have had 
a special interest in Germany. In the early 1920s, they began to use 
the United States’ unprecedented infl uence and cultural resources 
to pacify and stabilize an ailing continent, oft en acting in lieu of 
an “isolationist” U.S. government.74 In light of Germany’s alleged 
penchant for militarism and autocracy, it would have been logical to 
center at least part of this internationalist agenda on the fl edgling 
Weimar Republic. 

And yet, German-American academic contacts remained sparse in 
the postwar years. In fact, Butler’s hopes for lasting peace at fi rst 
rested on continued cooperation with America’s wartime allies, which 
he pursued through myriad cultural ventures.75 In the early 1920s, 
Butler used the Carnegie Endowment’s and Columbia University’s 
funds to support the reconstruction of the libraries at Reims, Louvain 
and Belgrade (victims of the Central Powers), established student 
exchange programs with British, Italian and French universities and 
feted Allied war heroes like Marshall Foch on and off  campus.76 At 
the same time, Butler kept the utmost distance from Germany and 
German scholars and even encouraged their exclusion from interna-
tional scientifi c and academic organizations (and the League of 
Nations) in 1919, believing that they should show some repentance 
before being readmitted to the international community.77 Thus 
Butler rebuff ed a more conciliation-minded Swedish colleague in an 
open letter of April 1919, 

We [American academics] have not forgotten the amazing 
prostitution of scholarship and science to national lust 
marked by the formal appeal to the civilized world made by 
German professors in September 1914. That appeal was an 
unmixed mess of untruths, and the stain which it placed 
upon the intellectual and moral integrity of German schol-
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ars and men of science will forever re-
main one of the most deplorable, 
discouraging events of the war which 
German militarism and Prussian au-
tocracy forced upon the peaceful and 
liberty-loving nations of the world.78

As a consequence, contacts with German 
universities and scholars remained rare in 
the early 1920s and the few American proj-
ects that invited German participation (such 
as the Carnegie Endowment’s survey of 
European school textbooks in 1922) oft en 
ended up perpetuating the bias they were 
offi  cially committed to overcome.79 

But Germany made no eff orts to get in touch 
with academic opinion-shapers like Butler ei-
ther. While German diplomats saw renewed 
scholarly exchange as highly desirable, Ger-
man academics remained culturally mobilized, indeed, remobilized 
in response to the Versailles Treaty. Feeling wrongfully excluded from 
the world of scholarship, they responded to their expulsion from 
international scientifi c organizations in 1919 (what German scholars 
called the scientifi c “boycott”) with an increasingly organized “counter-
boycott,” oft en demanding tokens of pro-Germanness and recognition 
of the “injustice” perpetrated upon Germany before deigning to reenter 
international cooperation.80 Under these circumstances, no meaning-
ful transatlantic cooperation, let alone cultural diplomacy resumed 
in the early 1920s. Butler’s non-relationship with Germany — and 
Germany’s non-relationship with Butler — attests to the diffi  culties 
of re-establishing cordial transatlantic ties, even and especially among 
those who had known each other well. As late as 1923, the German 
embassy in Washington considered U.S. universities a bulwark of 
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versity President Nicholas 
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anti-German sentiment. “Nowhere,” noted one offi  cial report, “are 
expressions of hatred of Germany still as common as in school and 
university circles.”81 

It was only the year 1923, Germany’s year of crises, characterized by 
the French occupation of the Ruhr and German hyper-infl ation, that 
eff ected a real change of sentiment on both sides of the Atlantic. This 
has long been recognized with regard to economic relations. In the 
fall of 1923, Germany’s impending fi nancial and political collapse 
(and the specter of Bolshevism and disorder it raised) prompted U.S. 
foreign policy makers to “return” to Europe. Constrained by isola-
tionist sentiment at home, they worked informally through American 
businessmen and fi nanciers (the Dawes-Committee) to help settle the 
Franco-German reparations dispute and further a consensual revi-
sion of the peace treaty.82 And yet, this famous economic intervention 
was followed by a cultural intervention, personifi ed by Butler. By late 
1923, Butler, who had avoided Germany for nearly a decade, sought 
to renew contact in numerous ways: he joined a relief drive to benefi t 
German intellectuals, supported the set-up of a German-American 
student exchange, opened Columbia’s doors to German professors, 
and publicly advocated peaceful revision of the peace treaty. 83 That 
Butler relinquished his decade-long presidency of the France-America 
Society shortly thereaft er also shows that his change of heart — like 
America’s at large — was not so much an expression of sympathy for 
Germany as a concern over France’s military course of action in the 
Ruhr.84 The events of 1923 convinced many Americans that French 
intransigence was a hindrance to peace in Europe and seemed to 
confi rm their prewar contention that militarism was more of a general 
European phenomenon than a uniquely German problem.85 At the 
same time, Butler apparently realized that his strategy of isolating 
Germany had not taught it a useful lesson but had almost toppled 
the German Republic.86 Changing tack, Butler thus began to throw 
his public resources behind reintegrating Germany and German 
academics into the family of nations. In late 1923 he felt that a new 
“spirit of goodwill and cooperation” was imperative and reminded 
an academic audience, “that even our late enemies have an amour 
propre, and you must not treat them forever as slaves.”87

But in Germany, too, 1923 inspired a new commitment to transat-
lantic cooperation. Liberal scholars, in particular, began to see the 
fruitlessness of German self-isolation and embraced the opportu-
nity to renew ties with the United States. By 1924, Ernst Jäckh, a 
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journalist-turned-professor, who had founded the reform-minded 
Hochschule für Politik in Berlin in 1920, had prepared the ground for 
closer cooperation with the Carnegie Endowment and its incoming 
president, Butler.88 From an offi  cial perspective, too, it seemed highly 
desirable to win U.S. sympathy and support for a further revision of 
the peace treaty.89 By the fall of 1925, the German ambassador to 
Washington, Adolf Georg Otto von Maltzan, advised building closer 
relations with Butler and the Carnegie Endowment because it off ered 
“very remarkable opportunities to infl uence public opinion, especially 
the intellectual circles, in all countries […] We cannot pass up the 
chance to work towards an attitude favorable to Germany.”90 

However, Butler’s example illustrates that even at this moment 
when both sides prepared to renew their contacts, fi nding words and 
gestures of reconciliation was far from easy. This was especially true 
for Germans, who even in the mid-1920s found it diffi  cult to forget 
or forgive wartime “betrayals.” In a long 1926 report, the Amerika-
Institut in Berlin, an institution heavily invested in transatlantic rec-
onciliation, had to admit that Butler was the epitome of the “disloyal 
type.”91 Even German diplomats responded to Butler in an almost 
pathological manner. A letter that Butler had politely addressed to 
Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann in April 1925 had — as an inter-
nal memorandum admitted — been “purposefully left  unanswered” by 
the German Foreign Ministry for more than six months.92 Mending re-
lations with Butler was a complicated matter, one that required utmost 
tact, a measure of self-eff acement and a willingness to make a new 
beginning — qualities that were not abundant in postwar Germany. 

That reconciliation proved ultimately successful was due to the fact 
that all involved knew just how complicated a task it would be. But-
ler, in particular, showed an excellent grasp of German psychology, 
acknowledging the Germans’ immense desire for foreign recognition. 
Aft er 1924, he strategically expressed his admiration for German learn-
ing and culture on every public and private occasion.93 Opening a Ger-
man Book Exhibition at Columbia in mid-1925, Butler acknowledged 
Germany’s intellectual infl uence on his life and declared: “thank God, 
the War is over. The time has come for liberal and broad-minded men 
and women to begin to build a new and peaceful civilization upon 
the ruins of that which was overturned with as much sorrow and 
suff ering and destruction [...].”94 In a similar vein, Butler welcomed 
Hans-Heinrich Dieckhoff , counselor of the German embassy in Wash-
ington, to Morningside Heights in November of 1925 and, as Dieckhoff  
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reported, “came to speak of his old teachers and friends in Berlin. He 
showed me pictures of Paulsen and Althoff  on his offi  ce walls and 
related anecdotes of himself, Althoff  and the Kaiser.”95 

Eff orts to reestablish relations culminated in Butler’s carefully prepared 
visit to Berlin in June 1926, his fi rst since 1912. On the American side, the 
visit was intended to acquaint Butler with Weimar leaders, a prerequi-
site to Carnegie work in Europe.96 On the German side, the motivation 
was to renew Germany’s access to Carnegie funds, U.S. universities 
and the hearts and minds of the American people — all of which Butler 
was believed to be able to facilitate.97 Karl Oscar Bertling, director of 
the Amerika-Institut, characterized Butler as a real “power factor” in 
transatlantic aff airs and as a key to unlock academic and scientifi c rela-
tions with the United States.98 Weighing in on Butler’s visit, the German 
Foreign Ministry’s expert on the United States agreed and advised 

given his great standing in the United States as well as in 
Paris and London, we only stand to benefi t from having 
good, or at least, normal relations with Dr. Butler. It is thus 
politically important that his upcoming visit to Berlin — where 
he can expect no less and no more than what is commen-
surate with his standing and importance — proceeds in an 
entirely harmonious way.99 

Ultimately, Butler and Germany’s mutual interest in transatlantic 
rapprochement produced just that desired harmony. The dinners 
and receptions given in Butler’s honor gathered the top tier of 
German bureaucrats, businessmen and science organizers, and 
Foreign Minister Stresemann met with Columbia University’s presi-
dent for an hour-long conversation, which greatly impressed Butler.100 
His trip to Berlin put Butler’s relationship with Germany on an 
entirely new footing and produced astonishingly immediate and 
far-reaching results. Butler now fully embraced Weimar Germany. 
Henceforth, he praised the reliability of its government, commended 
Germany’s successful spiritual disarmament and even championed 
peaceful revision of its Eastern borders.101 Moreover, as he told a 
German newspaper, he had committed himself to making sure “that 
Germany once again has the rightful place in American public life 
which she has had for more than 100 years.”102 In the coming years, 
Butler would use the Carnegie Endowment and Columbia’s consid-
erable resources to this end: He invited prominent Germans like the 
author Thomas Mann to lecture across the United States, established 
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a Carnegie Chair at the Hochschule für Politik to bring experts on 
international relations to Berlin, and in 1929/30 reopened the Deut-
sches Haus at Columbia as well as the Roosevelt-Professorship in 
Berlin.103 In 1932, it was Butler who presided over the Goethe Cente-
nary in the United States, welcoming Germany’s most famous living 
author, Gerhart Hauptmann, in a splendid on-campus ceremony. By 
the end of the postwar decade, few Americans were as committed, or 
as important, to giving form and substance to renewed transatlantic 
friendship as Butler. 

These developments, I would argue, are crucial to understanding 
interwar transatlantic relations in general. First, they elucidate the 
cultural component of transatlantic politics in the 1920s. One can-
not help but notice how closely American cultural initiatives paral-
leled the course of transatlantic politics. Alongside U.S. economic 
intervention in 1923/24, America’s cultural intervention in Germany 
constituted yet another, equally informal way to stabilize Europe. 
Aft er the mid-1920s, U.S. cultural internationalists like Butler began 
to play an important role in reconciling the American public with 
Germany and reintegrating Germany into the family of nations. Their 
cultivation of transatlantic educational and intellectual exchanges 
refl ected America’s pursuit of “peaceful change” in Europe no less 
than its involvement in the reparations settlement. At the same 
time, this American policy dovetailed with German desire to use its 
remaining cultural capital to peacefully undo the Versailles Treaty. 
The astonishing attention that German diplomats paid to a non-state 
actor like Butler shows that they comprehended the unique power of 
informal cultural relations in the United States, a country that was 
politically isolationist and devoid of offi  cial cultural diplomacy.104 It 
is telling that despite the German Foreign Ministry’s close attention 
to protocol, Butler was welcomed in Berlin with hardly less fanfare 
than was Anatole de Monzie, the French Minister of Culture, just a 
few months earlier.105 As Butler’s example shows, the American com-
mitment to “peaceful change” and the German desire for a “peaceful 
revision” aligned also in the cultural fi eld.

At the same time, a focus on cultural relations lays bare the profound 
psychological legacy of the war. Even where transatlantic interests 
overlapped, the demobilization of minds proved slow and diffi  cult. 
If overcoming wartime resentments was not easy for Butler, for a de-
feated and humiliated Germany cultural demobilization was more 
arduous still. This was true individually as well as structurally. For 
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example, German of-
ficials were initially 
hesitant to invite But-
ler to Berlin because 
they feared national-
ist attacks if they 
were seen to take a 
“first step” towards 
him. Only once Butler 
had provided public 
tokens of goodwill 
were they willing to 
welcome him back 
because, as a Foreign 
Ministry report noted, 
“it is entirely ruled 
out that we could be 
accused of pursuing 

him.”106 Nor, and this too has to be acknowledged, did German and 
American academics ever (again) enjoy a fully harmonious relationship. 
In the interwar period, even liberal German academics harbored some 
uneasiness about economic and cultural “Americanization” and wor-
ried about the corrupting infl uence of an allegedly shallow American 
mass culture.107 Butler and his immense resources seemed to embody 
this threat. Moritz Julius Bonn, a German academic and associate of 
Butler’s at the Carnegie Endowment’s Paris offi  ce tellingly character-
ized him as “the greatest creator and disseminator of platitudes I have 
ever experienced. From his offi  ce he churned out standardized intel-
lectual mass products with the same speed that a Ford car rolled out 
[of] its factory.”108 Germany’s conservative academic establishment, for 
its part, kept its distance from Butler and other “disloyal types.” They 
never fully reconciled themselves to German defeat, the Republic or 
the increasingly prominent role the United States played in the (aca-
demic) world. As late as 1929, Eduard Meyer (admittedly a particu-
larly resentful character) considered America, “with its inner dishon-
esty and moralistic arrogance” — clearly, Butler’s America — “the most 
disgusting of our enemies.”109 In Butler’s tumultuous relationship with 
Germany, reconciliation and resentment were never far apart. 
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III. Butler, U.S. internationalists and American appeasement, 
1933–1937

The ascent of the Nazis was yet another turning point in German-
American relations, albeit not as immediately or unequivocally as one 
might expect in hindsight. In the years aft er January 1933 Americans 
were trying to make sense of Nazism and of what, if anything, it might 
mean for German-American relations. Their attitude, however, was not 
simply one of rejection. Rather, U.S. opinions remained ambivalent for 
long, infl uenced by longer-standing images of Germans and Germany, 
by the lessons of the First World War as well as continued leisure 
and educational travel to the Third Reich.110 American academics like 
Butler were an important part of this “American debate on Nazism,” 
as Michaela Hoenicke-Moore has called it, and for years advocated 
the maintenance of normal relations with Nazi Germany.111 The fi nal 
section of this article will use Butler’s example to understand the 
reasoning behind this cultural variant of “American appeasement.”112

The American debate of what the Nazi takeover would mean for 
Germany and for the United States began immediately in early 1933. 
Diplomatic missions and news correspondents reported on the sub-
stantial changes taking place in Germany, including in German higher 
education. The newly appointed American ambassador to Germany, 
William E. Dodd, a Chicago historian, wrote with great distress 
about the dismissal of professors, the radicalization of the German 
student body and the political coordination of German universities.113 
Already in early March, his predecessor, U.S. Ambassador Frederic 
Sackett, had predicted that “[d]emocracy in Germany has received a 
blow from which it may never recover. Germany has been submerged 
under a huge Nazi wave. The much heralded Third Reich has become 
a reality.”114 And yet, American academics by and large mustered only 
a lukewarm condemnation of Nazi Germany, leaving public protest 
to religious organizations and their students. Butler embodied this 
American accommodation. Although he discontinued the Carnegie 
lectures at the Hochschule für Politik aft er the Nazi takeover of that 
institution in early 1933 and also suspended the Roosevelt Profes-
sorship at the University of Berlin in 1934 (citing fi nancial reasons), 
he avoided public criticism of the regime and maintained other forms 
of academic exchange: he continued to welcome German students, 
scholars and ambassadors on campus, participated in public events 
at the Deutsches Haus and in 1936 sent a delegate to the 550th an-
niversary of Heidelberg University, organized under the aegis of the 
German Ministry of Propaganda. As Stephen Norwood has shown, 
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many other American university presidents and academics took simi-
lar positions. According to Norwood, “Butler and leading members of 
his administration failed to grasp the impact of Nazism on German 
higher education, and they participated in high-profi le events and 
programs the Hitler regime sponsored to improve its image in the 
West.”115 He therefore regards Butler as representative of American 
higher education, which was “complicit in enhancing the prestige of 
the Hitler regime by seeking and maintaining friendly and respectful 
relations with Nazi universities and leaders.”116 

Still, Norwood’s explanation for Butler’s complicity — his antisemi-
tism and his ignorance of, and indiff erence to, the brutal nature of 
Nazism117 —clouds the infl uence of other factors that informed the 
decisions of men like Butler in light of their long relationship with 
Germany. This is not to doubt the truth of Norwood’s observations. 
Butler’s antisemitism is well-documented and showed itself on many 
occasions. For example, prior to the First World War Butler refused to 
regularly appoint a Jewish scholar as Theodore Roosevelt Professor 
(as he had originally promised James Speyer, one of the exchange’s 
benefactors) and it was under Butler’s aegis that Columbia introduced 
admission quotas to restrict the number of Jewish students.118 In ad-
dition, Butler, part of the conservative wing of the U.S. peace move-
ment, was far more concerned with the dangers posed by militarism 
and socialism than those posed by social inequity or racial bias. 
Whereas Butler, for example, carefully eschewed any contact with 
Bolshevist Russia, he actively cultivated ties with fascist Italy until the 
mid-1930s. No doubt, Butler’s antisemitism and conservatism partly 
explain his apparent moral indiff erence to the Nazi persecutions of 
Jews and political opponents. 

And yet, an all too exclusive focus on these factors obscures other 
considerations that shaped American cultural internationalists’ at-
titudes towards — and their public accommodation of — Nazi Ger-
many. For one, there is plenty of evidence that Butler neither ignored 
nor accepted Nazi transgressions. He was genuinely shocked when 
Moritz Julius Bonn, who had been on the Carnegie Endowment’s 
Paris board since 1927, was dismissed as rector of the Berlin Com-
mercial College and he refl ected, it seems, quite extensively on the 
position to take towards Nazi Germany. One of the best-informed 
Americans of his time, Butler had followed German events closely 
for years and continued to keep abreast of the German situation 
through a variety of informants, including Carnegie representatives, 
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American scholars and ambassadors.119 In fact, Butler’s lukewarm 
initial response seems not to have grown out of ignorance of Nazi 
brutalities but out of uncertainty about the future of the regime. 
Even from Butler’s privileged position it was diffi  cult to gain a clear 
picture of German events. While it was apparent that wide-ranging 
changes and horrifi c persecutions were taking place, just what they 
meant or for how long they would last was not. German governments 
had changed rapidly in previous years and it was, at least in 1933 
and 1934, not unreasonable to think that the Nazi government, too, 
might soon topple.120 

In fact, even those American internationalists that assumed that the 
Nazis would stay in power were hopeful that the repressive nature 
of the regime would soon ease. The former ambassador to Germany, 
Alanson B. Houghton, having just returned from a month-long stay 
in Germany in May 1933, wrote to Butler: “[…] a year ago Germany 
seemed under crumbling morale — now spirits are high […] facing 
the future with confi dence and evidently determined that Germany 
must again and shall again take her old place among the nations of 
the world. A defi nite revolution has taken place.” He acknowledged 
that there was “no freedom of speech, no freedom of the press” and 
that “the present government stands frankly on force and will use 
it unhesitatingly.” The treatment of Jews he found “objectionable 
from every tolerant or decent point of view.” At the same time, how-
ever, he was hopeful that force and repression would ease once the 
government was fi rmly established.121 In any case, it seemed to men 
like Butler unwise to imperil their relationship with Germany — a 
relationship they had just painstakingly repaired — for what might 
well be a fl eeting period of repression. 

For Butler this position was strongly reinforced by the fact that many 
of his long-standing partners (at fi rst) retained their posts. Ernst 
Jäckh at the Hochschule für Politik, with whom he had worked 
since 1924, or Karl Oscar Bertling at the Amerika-Institut, whom 
he had known since 1910, were initially confi dent that they could 
arrive at a modus vivendi with the new government.122 The German 
foreign service, too, presented a picture of consistency, not radical 
change. Although Ambassador von Prittwitz resigned in 1933 — the 
only high-ranking German diplomat to take that step — his right 
hand man, Hans-Heinrich Dieckhoff , who had been in Washington 
throughout the 1920s (and had sat in Butler’s offi  ce in 1925), con-
tinued to head the foreign ministry’s America department before he 
eventually was appointed ambassador to Washington in 1937. In 
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a sea of confl icting information and interpretations, such personal 
continuities — which Nazi Germany cultivated for just that reason — 
proved highly meaningful.123 That they can at least partly account for 
Butler’s accommodation is illustrated by his relationship with Hans 
Luther, the German ambassador to Washington from 1933 to 1936. 
Luther, a bourgeois politician through and through, had served in 
various Weimar governments in the 1920s, including as Weimar 
Germany’s Chancellor in 1925 and 1926. When Luther’s visit to 
Columbia in late 1933 sparked widespread student protest Butler 
was indignant — not because Luther was a Nazi, but because, in 
Butler’s mind, he was not. In fact, to Butler, ambassador Luther — a 
descendent of Martin Luther — was not so much a representative of 
the Nazi government as he was a representative of German culture 
and history. Butler rebuff ed student protesters with the telling insis-
tence that Luther was a perfect ‘‘gentleman’’ and hence deserved a 
cordial welcome on campus.124 

But Butler’s accommodation was not only the result of uncertainty or 
apparent continuity. Arguably it was also the product of some of the 
assumptions inherent in U.S internationalism. Many U.S. interna-
tionalists believed that aft er 1933, more than ever, it was important 
to maintain friendly contact with Germany, not least to off er encour-
agement to those Germans suddenly trapped in a dictatorship. This 
was one reason why American universities continued to welcome 
German students on campus. As Stephen Duggan, the director of 
the Institute of International Education, wrote to Henry Pritchett, a 
Carnegie trustee (both of them associated with Butler) in late 1933, 
“I am wholly opposed to isolating Germany. On the contrary I believe 
the Germans are now in particular need of contact, and personal con-
tact, of the right kind.”125 Secondly, American internationalists always 
conceived of relations with Germany as part of a broader European 
agenda. While this had proven frustrating to Wilhelmine Germans, 
it proved benefi cial to the Nazis. In fact, American internationalists 
countered criticism of their continued engagement with Germany 
with the telling response that if they restricted their contacts only to 
European democracies there would be few countries left  to deal with. 
When Columbia’s attendance at the Heidelberg university jubilee in 
1936 sparked heavy public criticism, the Columbia delegate, Profes-
sor Arthur Remy, rebuked (well-founded) accusations of the jubilee 
being a Nazi propaganda event noting that, “with the atmosphere 
prevailing in the Europe of today no great celebration will be held 
anywhere without some political or social bias present.”126 Last but 
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not least, U.S. accommodation was part of U.S. disillusionment with 
the Paris peace, which had successively moved Americans closer to 
Germany’s desire for revision.127 As much as Butler, for example, 
disliked the Nazi government and its insistence on re-armament,128 
he initially considered German actions at least partly understandable. 
Aft er all, no other country had seriously disarmed in the preceding 
decade. In fact, for Butler who had vainly campaigned for universal 
disarmament in the 1920s, German re-armament seemed an almost 
logical consequence of the world’s failure in that respect. The fact 
that many U.S. academics were also avid (cultural) internationalists 
and peace advocates hence shaped their initial responses to Germany 
and turned them into champions of American “appeasement.” 

And yet, even as U.S. accommodation rested on uncertainty about 
the German future, personal continuities and internationalist as-
sumptions, it cannot be understood without considering Butler’s 
long relationship with Germany, in particular, the experience of the 
First World War. I would argue that Butler’s accommodation of 
Nazi Germany was motivated by an honest desire not to repeat past 
mistakes. Indeed, no matter how diff erent 1914 and 1933 appear in 
hindsight, Butler felt that he was facing similar mechanisms of public 
outrage and pressures to isolate Germany. While he disagreed with 
Nazi Germany, he was careful not to fall back into the war’s divisive 
rhetoric, which he had clearly come to regret.129 His major lesson of 
the First World War, when culture and politics had been fatefully 
intertwined, seems to have been to insist that the two had nothing 
to do with each other. Butler, who had built an entire career on the 
fusion of academic and diplomatic aff airs, now claimed that German 
exchange students, the Heidelberg jubilee, even the visit of German 
ambassadors to campus were purely academic, not political mat-
ters.130 In a joint statement with presidents A. Lawrence Lowell of 
Harvard and James Rowland Angell of Yale, Butler tried to justify the 
participation at the Heidelberg jubilee stating that “our participation 
in this celebration bore witness to the unity of the world of scholar-
ship, which is independent of the political conditions prevailing in 
any country at any particular moment.”131 Butler himself implicitly 
connected his response to the cultural purges and overreactions of 
the Great War, when he defended his continued association with 
Nazi Germany shortly thereaft er: 

We may next expect to be told that we must not read 
Goethe’s FAUST, or hear Wagner’s LOHENGRIN, or visit 
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the great picture galleries at Dresden or study Kant’s KRITIK 
because we so heartily disapprove of the present form of 
government in Germany […] The public has yet to learn that 
our academic relationships have no political implications 
of any kind.132

Of course, coming from Butler one might dismiss such statements 
as disingenuous, as a rhetorical sleight-of-hand to defl ect public 
criticism. But it is also likely that Butler insisted on the separation of 
culture and politics because he had come to realize how much their 
unfettered alliance during the First World War had undermined the 
prospects of international understanding. Even if Butler’s antisemi-
tism and conservatism partly explain his accommodation of Germany, 
the experience of the First World War and its aft ermath also con-
vinced Butler that abstaining from public criticism and maintaining 
at least a modicum of academic exchange might ultimately be more 
conductive to world peace than the cultural mobilizations of past 
decades. That culture and politics could not be so neatly separated 
when dealing with a totalitarian regime dawned only slowly on Butler 
and other cultural internationalists. Certainly, to fully grasp Butler’s, 
and American academia’s response to Nazism demands not only an 
understanding of the 1930s but also of the 1920s, even the 1910s. Only 
this longer trajectory of disappointments and hard-won reconcilia-
tion make American cultural appeasement comprehensible, and, in 
a sense, consequential. 

This is not to say that Butler did not ultimately distance himself from 
Nazi Germany. True to his internationalist priorities, it was Nazi 
Germany’s ever more apparent military aggression, not its policy 
of political and racial persecution that alienated Butler. 1936/37, in 
particular, proved a turning point for Butler and U.S. public opinion 
more generally. Germany’s remilitarization of the Rhineland (1936), 
its rearmament plans, and its military alliance with Italy and then 
Japan in 1936/1937 proved too much for the Nobel peace laureate.133 
While Columbia had still sent a delegate to the Heidelberg University 
jubilee in 1936, it sent none to the University of Göttingen’s jubilee 
a year later. In his 1937 Carnegie report Butler warned of the rise 
of those illiberal ideologies, which “have taken possession of the 
peoples of Japan, of Russia, of Germany and of Italy” and pointed to 
the need to “keep the world safe for democracy.”134 That President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt would soon echo these notions in his 
famous quarantine speech shows that Butler, now in his seventies, 
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had not lost his feel for U.S. public sentiment.135 In the last decade of 
his life, Butler would once more oversee Columbia’s war eff ort, preach 
U.S. responsibility for the world and ponder the conditions of lasting 
peace. By the time he fi nally retired from the Columbia presidency 
in October 1945, nearly blind and deaf, German universities lay in 
ruins and the United States had become that “fi rst moral power in 
the world” which Butler had known it to be all along. 

Conclusion: Butler, Germany and the coming of the American 
century

Butler’s lifetime, 1862-1947, coincided with U.S. ascendancy on the 
world stage. As this paper shows, Butler embraced and shaped this 
development. He was part of a generation of U.S. internationalists 
who believed in and preached American responsibility in the world. 
What is more, they used the immense resources of university and 
foundation endowments (larger than that of many a European minis-
try of culture) to forge international intellectual cooperation, albeit on 
American terms. In fact, while Butler was driven by an honest desire 
for world peace, his approach to international cooperation refl ected a 
belief in U.S. moral superiority. Over the course of his lifetime, Butler 
created and cultivated intellectual networks that pivoted on U.S. 
expertise and money, thereby making sure that his nation grew not 
only into a military and economic but also an academic superpower. 
Long before the United States ever developed an offi  cial cultural di-
plomacy in the very late 1930s, men like Butler pursued an informal 
cultural diplomacy and laid the foundations of the cultural cold wars.

Apart from this general insight, Butler’s relationship with Germany 
brings into relief the impressive cultural dimension of transatlantic 
politics in the fi rst half of the twentieth century. The economic, 
political and military developments that are traditionally seen to 
defi ne German-American relations were accompanied and shaped 
by cultural interactions. Initiatives like the professorial exchange 
exacerbated German-American competition and cooperation around 
the turn of the century; the academic falling-out aft er 1914 colored 
and arguably radicalized both countries’ war eff orts; from the mid-
1920s, U.S. cultural politics, alongside fi nancial involvement, became 
an informal American means to stabilize and reconcile with the 
Weimar Republic. By the late 1920s, Butler and other educators 
facilitated German-American reconciliation on campus, thereby 
reinforcing and expressing the transatlantic rapprochement at large. 
Their strenuous eff orts to this end shaped U.S. appeasement well 
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into the late 1930s. While Butler’s antisemitism and conservatism 
were signifi cant factors in his (and many others’) moral indiff erence 
to Nazi repression, so, too, did his experience of the First World 
War inform his public accommodation. Butler’s example, in short, 
shows that U.S. reactions to the rise of Nazi Germany cannot be fully 
understood without a long-term perspective. 

This said, Butler’s relationship with Germany — exceptionally well-
documented on the German side — illustrates that U.S. ascendency 
happened not simply on U.S. terms. To be sure, Butler always played 
on European desires to gain the favor of an increasingly important 
United States. But Germans and Europeans, too, always played on 
Butler’s ambitions and harnessed his search for personal and national 
acclaim to their interests. Importantly, while Butler might have acted 
as U.S. informal ambassador to Europe, Europeans also accepted him 
as such, and for their very own reasons. As Butler’s example shows, 
U.S. expansion was never a unilateral or one-dimensional process, 
but oft en a mutually benefi cial agreement. In a way, the countless 
honors, awards and social courtesies that Europeans showered upon 
Butler were a strategic investment in transatlantic relations — and 
a means to position themselves favorably in the coming American 
century. 

Elisabeth Piller is Assistant Professor of Transatlantic and North American His-
tory at Albert-Ludwigs-Universität Freiburg. Her work on transatlantic relations 
and foreign policy has appeared in the Journal of Contemporary History, the Journal 
of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era and Diplomatic History. She is the recipient 
of the 2019 Franz Steiner Prize, which is awarded biennially by the German His-
torical Institute Washington to an outstanding scholarly book manuscript in the 
fi eld of North American studies or transatlantic relations from the early modern 
period to the present. Her fi rst monograph, Selling Weimar: German Public Diplo-
macy and the United States, 1918–1932, is forthcoming in the GHI’s Transatlan-
tische Historische Studien series, published by the Franz Steiner Verlag, in January 
2021. She is currently working on her second book, a study of U.S. humanitarian 
aid and transatlantic relations in the twentieth century. 

100   BULLETIN OF THE GHI | 67 | FALL 2020


