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INTRODUCTION

Thomas Adam and Uwe Luebken

Since its inception as an academic discipline in the nineteenth century, the 
study of history has been closely intertwined with nationalism.1 Historical 
scholarship, as Daniel T. Rodgers has pointed out, bent “to the task of speci-
fying each nation’s distinctive culture, its peculiar history, its Sonderweg, 
its exceptionalism.”2 In recent years, however, transnational analyses of 
the past have increasingly come to the fore. Instead of focusing exclusively 
on the relationships between nation-states, transnational approaches place 
the emphasis upon the myriad of connections, entanglements, and trans-
fers that link societies to one another.

The ascent of transnationalism has been a long and incremental pro-
cess, infl uenced by changes in the political as well as academic landscape. 
Randolph Bourne was the fi rst to use the term when, in 1916, he envi-
sioned the United States of America as a “trans-nationality, a weaving 
back and forth, with the other lands, of many threads of all sizes and 
colors.”3 But, as David Armitage has pointed out, only in the second half 
of the twentieth century did “transnational” gain wide currency “as a term 
of art across the social sciences and, from thence, to the humanities.”4 His-
torians were especially slow to pick it up. Not before the 1990s were trans-
national questions explicitly raised within the profession.5

The nation-centered view of the past had been challenged before the 
recent surge in transnational history, of course, albeit more implicitly than 
explicitly. International fi nance and the exchange of goods across national 
borders, for example, have always been important topics for economic his-
torians; diplomatic historians, too, by the very nature of their subject, have 
had to conceptualize their analyses in broader than just national terms. 
Still, the nation remained at the center of historical research and was basi-
cally regarded as “a skin that contains the experience of the past.”6 Even 
studies of migration accepted the dominant theme of the nation-state and 
fi t the transnational movement of people into national master narratives.

Over the last two decades or so, however, this nation-centered view of 
history has increasingly come under attack from a variety of angles. Post-
modern analyses have deconstructed the nation’s seemingly essential 
character and have shown, in Benedict Anderson’s famous words, that 
nations are “imagined communities.”7 Also, newly developed fi elds of 
historical research often employ units of analysis other than the nation-
state. In environmental history, for example, nations and nation-states cer-
tainly are important actors in shaping perceptions of nature and in 
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transforming the natural environment;8 nature itself, however, knows no 
boundaries. This assumption, Ted Steinberg claims, “challenges the very 
notion of what history has been about for more than 100 years. History is 
still wedded to the idea of the nation-state, a concept that is of only limited 
value for tracking the migratory patterns, say, of a particular species of 
fi sh.”9 Animals can cross borders as easily as snowstorms or diseases. 
Hence, environmental historians focus on sub-national, cross-national, or 
even global spaces such as watersheds, forests, ocean currents, or climate 
systems.10 Historians of ethnicity and migration have begun to analyze 
the movement of people as a system rather than simply a journey between 
two points. Thus, concepts that focus on communication networks, 
diaspora, hybridity, and in-betweenness have replaced older assimilation-
ist approaches, and the steady and continuing ties that link regions, cities, 
and even villages across the globe are emphasized much more today than 
they were in the past.11

The sea change is perhaps most evident in recent re-conceptualiza-
tions of transatlantic ties. The fi eld of “Atlantic History” has discovered, 
or rather invented, the Atlantic Ocean as a distinct space for historical 
inquiry—just as Fernand Braudel did with the Mediterranean.12 Shedding 
the view of this ocean as merely a huge barrier separating the continents, 
Atlantic History instead focuses on imperial and colonial entanglements 
across the ocean, migration (both voluntary and forced), trade, and bio-
logical exchanges.13 However, many proponents of this approach suggest 
that Atlantic History came to an end with the formation of modern nation-
states that began after 1800, triggering dissent by advocates of a continued 
exchange among the people of the Atlantic world.14 From this perspective, 
transatlantic history is not just defi ned by space (the Atlantic world); it is 
also a methodological approach, “which focuses on the interconnected-
ness of human experience over the centuries in the Atlantic Basin” and 
which is “dedicated to analyzing the dynamic process of encounter and 
interchange among the peoples on all sides of the Atlantic Ocean.”15 This 
agenda necessarily entails a break from the narrow confi nes of the North 
Atlantic World and the inclusion of transatlantic ties in the Southern 
Hemisphere. Consequently, Joseph Roach, building on Paul Gilroy’s sem-
inal work The Black Atlantic, argues the case for the “concept of a circum-
Atlantic world (as opposed to a transatlantic one),” and “insists on the 
centrality of the diasporic and genocidal histories of Africa and the Amer-
icas, North and South, in the creation of the culture of modernity.”16

With all these exciting new perspectives, the growing interest in trans-
national history also refl ects the insecurity among historians who have 
abandoned old master narratives and are searching for ways to replace 
outdated national stories. Thus, the transnational turn adds not only 
several new angles to the study of history but also many methodological 
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challenges and pitfalls. Methodologically, for example, transnational his-
tory is often diffi cult to situate within the larger analytical realm that has 
been opened up by comparative history, global history, and explicitly 
non-national approaches like Histoire croisée.17 Furthermore, one has to be 
aware that transnational actors and structures are also the result of con-
structive processes. Transnational networks, for example, have to be 
reproduced constantly: by exchanging information, by traveling, by 
(re-)fi nancing the structure of such a group or simply by keeping alive the 
identity that nourishes transnational associations. If national communities 
are “imagined,” so are transnational communities. And fi nally, as Kiran 
Patel has reminded us, referring to the lack of research on transnational 
ties between anti-Semitic groups in Europe at the end of the nineteenth 
century, transnationalism is not a progressive or liberating force by itself.18

Transnational analyses will not obliterate the historical signifi cance of 
nationalism and the nation-state. However, stripped of its essential char-
acter, the nation appears as but one of many different forms of social, cul-
tural, and political organization. Traditional national histories are incapable 
of grasping the importance of the hitherto marginalized but increasingly 
visible web of intercultural entanglements. This is the task of transnational 
history. What is still lacking, though, is a large body of empirical research 
on the actual workings of transnational forces and actors in the past. The 
seven papers assembled in this volume aim to contribute to closing this 
gap.

Non-state actors play an important role in transnational history, 
whether these are tightly knit organizations like religious groups or pri-
vate foundations, individuals, or a rather loose assembly of intellectuals. 
The transatlantic network to promote the rescue and resuscitation of vic-
tims of drowning and similar accidents, which Amanda Moniz describes 
in her contribution, provides an example. After the fi rst Society for the 
Recovery of the Drowned had been founded in Amsterdam in 1767, Hu-
mane Societies sprang up in many cities in the North Atlantic region. 
Through philanthropic and medical networks, information about innova-
tions in lifesaving techniques was shared and knowledge about the rescue 
and resuscitation of accident victims was exchanged across the ocean. The 
Philadelphia Humane Society, for example, sent lifesaving directions and 
pamphlets not only to similar associations in Baltimore, Wilmington, and 
Cincinnati, but also to such faraway places as St. Petersburg, Russia. This 
practice of communication, Moniz holds, “typifi ed the outward and ex-
pansive nature of later eighteenth-century philanthropy.”

An important problem raised by Moniz’s essay is the question of 
whether there could have been transnational forces at work before the 
concept of the nation became so powerful in the nineteenth century. If one 
argues with Ian Tyrrell that transnational history “concerns the period 
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since the emergence of nation-states as important phenomena in world 
history” (the creation of which he dates to the Treaty of Westphalia in 
1648), then there obviously is a problem concerning U.S. history, since, of 
course, “there was no nation as such until 1776.”19 Even then it took at 
least two decades for a powerful national entity to emerge on North 
American soil. For two reasons, however, it does make perfect sense to use 
a transnational approach to colonial history and to the history of the Early 
American Republic, as Moniz does in her contribution. First, many Euro-
pean elements of the transatlantic philanthropic network that she analyzes 
already existed within a national framework. This was certainly true for 
the philanthropic organizations in London and Paris (less so, however, for 
those in, say, Hamburg and Vienna). Secondly, and maybe more impor-
tantly, transnational ties do not only come into being when a nation is 
created. Rather, they often predate, “survive,” and may even outlive the 
historical prevalence of nationalism.20

Ely Janis addresses a different but no less challenging problem for 
transnational history in his essay: the problem of transnational ties to sup-
port a national cause. Janis highlights the fi nancial and political support of 
Irish America for the fi ght against British rule in Ireland as exemplifi ed in 
Charles Stewart Parnell’s 1880 tour through the United States and Canada. 
On his three-month trip, the president of the Irish National Land League 
tried to mobilize public opinion and raise money for famine relief in order 
to change the Irish land system. At fi rst glance, these kinds of connections 
appear to be of a more national than transnational character. On closer 
examination, however, such entanglements indicate the ambiguous na-
ture not only of nationalism but also of transnationalism, which can hardly 
be observed in a “pure” form, independent of and uninfl uenced by na-
tionalist forces. 

Parnell’s mission to America in early 1880 was a crucial component in 
strengthening the transnational links between the Irish at home and in the 
United States and Canada. As Janis points out, “Nationalism served as the 
primary tool in this transnational project.” Its ambivalence is starkly re-
vealed in the title of a regular column of the offi cial Land League paper 
called “Transatlantic Ireland.” At the same time, Irish nationalism was im-
portant in shaping a distinct ethnic identity of Irish Americans, of which 
“a diasporic sense of Irishness” was a central part.21 

Mass migration in the nineteenth century not only challenged indi-
vidual loyalties; it also transformed the traditional concept of territorial sov-
ereignty, as Nicole M. Phelps shows in her essay on migration and United 
States consular offi cials in the Habsburg empire. Between the 1880s and the 
First World War, millions of people with Austrian or Hungarian citizen-
ship traveled to the United States and became naturalized citizens. Many 
of these migrants returned to Europe or sent their children back to their 
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home countries to pursue an education there. Under Austro-Hungarian 
law, however, a child born to a man who held Austrian or Hungarian citi-
zenship was an Austrian or Hungarian citizen. As Phelps shows, this dual 
citizenship could create many problems for the individuals affected, the 
most common ones being impressment into Habsburg military service 
and arrest for nationalist agitation. Challenged by these and other new 
problems deriving from transatlantic mass migration, both the United 
States and the Austro-Hungarian Empire expanded their consular services 
and increasingly claimed jurisdiction over “their” citizens abroad, thereby 
strengthening a new, body-based concept of sovereignty.

However, the transnational, national, and international should not be 
regarded as separate spheres, as Katharina Rietzler argues in her essay on 
Rockefeller and Carnegie support for the study of international relations 
in Weimar Germany. This is especially true for philanthropy, a fi eld of ac-
tivity that has always had a strong transnational character.22 She claims 
that nation-states may disrupt, change, or encourage transnational rela-
tions. Indeed, in the interwar years, state powers and national loyalties 
interfered with the transnational scholarly networks dedicated to the 
study of ‘International Relations’ that American foundations sought to en-
courage. German government offi cials tried to exploit the foundations’ 
efforts to secure their own policy aims. The Ministry of External Affairs, in 
particular, infl uenced the relationships between foundations and collabo-
rators, effectively limiting transnational agency. By seeking the approval 
of state authorities before becoming active in Germany, philanthropic 
foundations generally accepted such limitations. If it is true that “even the 
most isolated of nation-states is a semipermeable container, washed over 
by forces originating beyond its shores,”23 then one has to acknowledge 
that transnational actors are profoundly shaped and infl uenced by na-
tion-states, too, and a complex web of entangled relationships emerges. 
Rietzler’s case study is even more complicated as it involves two founda-
tions with different values, goals, and modes of operation. Still, the per-
sonal networks the foundations had built up in the preceding years 
remained in place, as Rietzler argues, “while the institutions supported by 
American philanthropy were completely transformed in the process of 
Nazi Gleichschaltung.”

Like Ely Janis, Birte Timm emphasizes the importance of transnational 
connections in fostering nationalism and national identities, especially 
when a new nation-state is supposed to be carved out of the realm of an 
empire. Timm focuses on the workings of the Jamaica Progressive League 
(JPL) in New York and its ties to the local political scene in Jamaica. 
Founded in 1936 by Jamaican migrants Wilfred A. Domingo, Ethelred 
Brown, and Walter Adolphe Roberts, the JPL played an important role in 
the creation of a national movement for self-government in Jamaica. Many 
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of its members also participated in the African-American civil rights move-
ment and international black nationalist organizations. In this respect, 
Timm holds, “migration was one of the most important catalysts for the 
intertwined histories” of the “Black Atlantic.” In Jamaica as well as in Ire-
land, transnational ties to ethnic groups in the United States were instru-
mental in shaping anti-imperialist nationalism. Not surprisingly, ties also 
developed between these nationally minded ethnic groups. For instance, 
Eileen Curran, a politically active Irish actress, was invited to give a speech 
at a public meeting of the Jamaica Progressive League in 1937 on “how 
Irish-Americans fought for Irish Freedom.”

Christina Oppel, in her essay on W. E. B. Du Bois and Nazi Germany, 
also dwells upon Paul Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic. She reminds 
us that “Gilroy calls upon historians to consider the Black Atlantic one unit 
of analysis as it modifi es traditional nationalist concepts of modern trans-
atlantic history.” In other words, the Black Atlantic is a notion intended to 
expand our focus beyond the nation-state or the relations between such 
nation-states. At the same time, Oppel challenges recent normative ap-
proaches to diaspora that oversimplify the concept by using it as an anti-
thesis of the national. Rereading and reinterpreting Du Bois’s writings, 
she maintains that the famous African-American scholar’s accounts of his 
visit to Berlin in 1936 are hardly reconcilable with newly established bi-
nary oppositions (like the one between nation and diaspora). Rather, Du 
Bois’s writings call for the application of a “transnational concept more 
tolerant of the national,” which leaves enough analytical space for the in-
clusion of hybrid, intermediary, and ambivalent identities. 

Finally, in her contribution, Katja Naumann analyzes processes of 
transnationalization in American higher education from 1918 to 1968. 
During this period, she argues, history teaching at American universities 
underwent profound changes. Developing parallel to the rise of the United 
States as a world power and the increase in globalization, history teaching 
broadened its geographical scope. She also follows the continuities and 
discontinuities from the teaching of Western Civilization in the context of 
the First World War to the establishment of the new fi eld of world history 
in response to the challenges of globalization and Westernization after the 
Second World War. This essay challenges older notions of the distinctive-
ness and separateness of the concepts of “Western Civilization” and 
“World History.” Naumann argues that both concepts are, in fact, closely 
intertwined and are “part of a more general transformation of history 
teaching” in American universities.

* * *

This volume grew out of the 2007 Young Scholars Forum, a seminar 
for advanced doctoral students and recent PhDs organized biennially 



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     7

by the German Historical Institute in Washington, DC. 2007 marked the 
second time that the College of Liberal Arts at the University of Texas at 
Arlington hosted the event. The editors would like to thank both institu-
tions for making the conference and this book possible. Patricia Casey Sut-
cliffe, an editor at the GHI, to whom we are truly grateful, made this 
collection a much better book. The logistical challenge of the conference 
was greatly alleviated by the invaluable help of Dr. Trygve Has-Ellison, 
Mylynka Kilgore, Greg Kosc, Shirley Frey, Ashley Sides, and Paul 
Rutschmann, as well as the generous support of the Dallas Goethe Center. 
We would especially like to express our appreciation to three distinguished 
scholars who contributed considerable time and energy to steering us in 
the right direction, most of all in the conference room, of course, but also 
in the shuttle bus from the hotel when necessary. All participants benefi ted 
signifi cantly from the thoughtful comments and constructive criticism of 
Sonya Michel of the University of Maryland, Steven Hoelscher of the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin, and Walter Kamphoefner of Texas A&M Uni-
versity. Last but not least, we would like to thank all the participants of the 
forum for two days of lively discussion in a stimulating atmosphere, 
which, among other things, helped the contributors sharpen their argu-
ments for inclusion in this collection.

Thomas Adam, Uwe Luebken
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COSMOPOLITANISM AND PHILANTHROPY IN THE EARLY 
AMERICAN REPUBLIC

Amanda Bowie Moniz

In 1795, the Humane Society of Philadelphia credited its supporters with 
helping to save the lives of people across half the globe. “It must afford 
exalted satisfaction to every member [of the Society] to fi nd that so many 
are organized with the same plan, in Europe, the East & West Indies under 
whose care many thousands have already been restored to the general 
family of mankind,” the managers opined. “Every subscriber and donor, 
[sic] has in part contributed to reanimate Society with so many trophies of 
humanity.” Did the Humane Society of Philadelphia (PHS), a charitable 
organization devoted to promoting the rescue and resuscitation of victims 
of drowning and certain other accidents, really mean to say that its sup-
porters had an impact on such a grand scale? In its reports, the London-
based Royal Humane Society (RHS) struck a similar chord: it told 
supporters they were benefactors of the human race and explained that 
the charity aimed at nothing less than “the deliverance of the whole human 
race from sudden calamities.” Likewise, the speaker at the 1805 anniver-
sary festival of the Merrimack Humane Society in Newburyport, Massa-
chusetts, noted that the group extended the benefi ts of other humane 
societies by acting in concert with them, and he lauded the impartiality of 
the society, which, he explained, aided sufferers regardless of political 
leanings or national background. Cosmopolitanism was evidently the 
order of the day.

This emphasis on moral responsibility to strangers marks an impor-
tant change in Anglo-American philanthropy from the early eighteenth 
century. Earlier, acting on universal benevolence had been seen as imprac-
tical, British and American involvement in transatlantic philanthropic 
projects had been geared to strengthening international Protestantism and 
the British Empire, and charities, especially in America, generally confi ned 
the provision of aid to certain religious or ethnic groups.1 In the late eigh-
teenth century, by contrast, Anglo-American philanthropists embraced a 
cosmopolitan conception of charitable obligation and reached for a global 
practice. 

This essay asks what the activities of humane societies reveal about 
that transformation and about understandings of philanthropy in the 
early republic, a time of great growth in humanitarian activity. Historians 
have not devoted much attention to the rescue and resuscitation cause in 
the United States, and discussions of it tend to provoke puzzlement. It is 
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signifi cant, however, for facilitating lifesaving and contributing to work-
place safety. Of greater importance for the history of philanthropy were 
several features of humane societies that made the movement an ideal 
outlet for universalist impulses. These included the ease of participating 
in an international project, the emphasis on cooperation with fellow hu-
mane societies, and impartiality in regard to benefi ciaries of the societies’ 
aid, which made the movement a microcosm of the direction of Anglo-
American benefi cence in the late eighteenth century. Americans built the 
urban charitable infrastructure of the early republic within this context of 
the development of cosmopolitan philanthropy.2

To explore this topic, I analyze the Philadelphia and Massachusetts 
humane societies, with attention also to the Royal Humane Society in Lon-
don. In this essay, I fi rst give a short history of the beginnings of the life-
saving cause. Then I examine the three traits of the movement that abetted 
activists’ efforts to work beyond the local realm and aid suffering strang-
ers. Finally, I will discuss why cosmopolitan philanthropy burgeoned in 
the late eighteenth century. By cosmopolitan philanthropy, I mean chari-
table activity that was not confi ned operationally, or in terms of benefi cia-
ries within a particular community, but that looked outward. More 
generally, I understand cosmopolitanism to mean participating in various 
and diverse communities (local, national, international, religious, profes-
sional) and rising above prejudices or partial sympathies. That defi nition 
dovetails with transnationalism, a concept more commonly associated 
with the modern nation-state since the late eighteenth century. Early-modern 
people lived in a world of empires and used the term “nation” to refer 
to a people, such as the “Scottish nation,” rather than a political entity. The 
anachronistic term “transnational,” then, can connote for the earlier pe-
riod the interactions among peoples. But the use of the term here also re-
minds us that American-British philanthropic cooperation in that era took 
place as the two states were redefi ning their ties after their political bonds 
had been broken.3 

The Emergence of the Humane Society Movement

In 1767, a group of wealthy men in Amsterdam launched the humane so-
ciety movement when they founded the Society for the Recovery of the 
Drowned to cope with the common problem of people perishing in the 
city’s canals. Although physicians had already been interested in how to 
restore apparently dead people to life for decades, resuscitation was a 
novel technique, greeted with skepticism, in the late 1760s and early 1770s. 
Likewise, associations to promote the recovery of drowned persons were 
a new type of eleemosynary undertaking. By 1815, however, dozens of 
communities around the Atlantic and beyond had similar programs.4
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The Amsterdam Society for the Recovery of the Drowned had a two-
fold agenda: to publicize its methods of resuscitation (which replaced 
older methods that had been rejected by elite medical practitioners), and 
to offer rewards to encourage lifesaving. The society’s lifesaving tech-
niques were broadcast throughout the United Provinces—“distributed 
amongst all the hospitals and public charities, coffee-houses, taverns, &c. 
to the smallest ale-houses, and also to surgeons and physicians.” Soon a 
number of the United Provinces “enjoin[ed] an observance of the Society’s 
directions through their respective districts.”5 Cities across the European 
continent quickly followed suit. By the early 1770s, Hamburg, Milan, 
Padua, Paris, Venice, Vienna, and other cities had set up lifesaving pro-
grams, and the sovereigns of Hungary and Russia had encouraged the 
new methods. In typical fashion for the European medical fraternity, lead-
ers of the cause of resuscitation corresponded about their progress. In con-
trast to what would be the common (but not universal) practice in the 
Anglophone world, governments often directed the programs in Conti-
nental Europe, and in some cases magistrates prescribed “punishing those 
who shall obstinately refuse to lend their assistance.”6

In 1774, a group of doctors and laymen in London founded the Society 
for the Recovery of the Apparently Drowned in imitation of the Amster-
dam group. The London organization soon became known as the Humane 
Society of London, and in 1784, it received royal patronage and became 
the Royal Humane Society (RHS).7 Its mission was “to restore such as have 
in an instant been numbered amongst the dead, by some dreadful disaster, or 
by some sudden impulse of phrensy.” In addition to people drowning 
from accidents or suicide attempts, the RHS’s benefi ciaries included peo-
ple apparently dead from hanging, noxious vapors, freezing, and other 
causes of sudden death. To accomplish its mission, the RHS offered re-
wards to people who retrieved drowned bodies, who took the apparently 
dead bodies into their houses, who followed its resuscitation procedures, 
and who fetched the RHS medical assistants to the scene of emergencies. 
Publicizing those rewards, the resuscitation methods, and its achieve-
ments formed a large part of the charity’s activities. At the outset, the RHS 
had a national vision for its mission but only gave rewards for lifesaving 
efforts in defi ned, but changing, boundaries. To spread knowledge of re-
suscitation and to spur the formation of humane societies in places “too 
remote to be intimately connected” with the RHS, however, the society 
dispatched broadsides and pamphlets to sea captains, owners of public 
houses, residents of waterside communities, medical men, and other 
people far and wide. By the late 1780s, the RHS was the center of a trans-
national, though primarily Anglophone, network of fellow organiza-
tions, medical practitioners, and other gentlemen interested in the cause. 
Funds for its activities came from members’ dues; the RHS was a typical 
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eighteenth-century public subscription charity. Members, known as direc-
tors, paid annual or life dues and were recognized accordingly in the soci-
ety’s reports.8

The RHS’s program functioned by enlisting passersby, usually ordi-
nary laborers, through the proffered rewards to undertake the dangerous, 
messy, time-consuming, and generally unappealing task of rescuing and 
reviving apparently dead people. Rewards were necessary, the well-off 
RHS founders believed, because the lower sorts (to use eighteenth-century 
parlance) lacked the benevolence to attempt rescues and resuscitation of 
their own volition. Engaging in lifesaving, however, would increase their 
humanity, the RHS claimed, and thus make the society doubly worth-
while. At the end of 1784, the RHS trumpeted that seven hundred ninety-
nine human beings had been restored from apparent death over the fi rst 
decade of its existence in Britain.9

In 1780, a group of doctors and laymen in Philadelphia founded the 
fi rst American rescue and resuscitation charity, the Humane Society of 
Philadelphia (PHS), on the basic model of the Amsterdam and London 
groups. In mid-1781, after receiving vital details about resuscitation from 
the top French army physician then in America, the PHS began to pursue 
its mission by publicizing resuscitation techniques and by equipping riv-
erfronts with rescue devices. Its fi rst reward, in 1782, went to a man who 
had rescued a six-year-old boy who had fallen into the Delaware River. In 
1784, however, the society faded and ceased functioning for two and a half 
years, although members revived it in 1787.10 Meanwhile, in 1785, the Hu-
mane Society of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts (MHS) was founded 
at the instigation of a visiting celebrity, Dr. Henry Moyes, a blind Scots-
man who gave popular lectures on chemistry and, additionally, advocated 
the cause of resuscitation to Americans.11 While all humane societies shared 
a common mission, each added different programs to meet local condi-
tions: the Royal Humane Society ministered to people who attempted sui-
cide by drowning; the Philadelphia humane society emphasized the 
problem of death from drinking cold water; and the Massachusetts hu-
mane society, like some provincial British humane societies, focused on 
helping shipwrecked mariners.12

Cooperation and Cosmopolitanism

As mentioned above, three features made humane societies ideal organi-
zations for putting the cosmopolitanism developing in late eighteenth-
century Anglo-American philanthropy into practice. The fi rst was the 
facility of joining an international movement that humane societies’ easily 
replicable model offered. For centuries, the founders of charitable insti-
tutions in Europe had borrowed ideas and sought information from 
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colleagues in other countries. Leaders of American humane societies fol-
lowed that pattern and, even as American nationalism was emerging, ex-
plicitly acknowledged their participation in international trends.13 The 
PHS, in its fi rst published statement, explained that it had been inspired 
by the examples of organizations in London, Amsterdam, and Paris; and 
speakers at the MHS annual meetings repeatedly noted European prece-
dents. Likewise, when the Merrimack Humane Society based in New-
buryport, Massachusetts, was founded in 1803, it paid homage to humane 
societies “both in Europe and America.” The lifesaving groups were not 
unique in that regard. A newspaper announcement about the 1791 found-
ing of the New York Dispensary—a free outpatient clinic for the poor—
observed that the value of dispensaries had, by that point, “been proved 
for upwards of twenty years in most of the large cities of Europe, and in 
our neighbouring city of Philadelphia.” And the entry in the Philadelphia 
Directory for 1813 about the Association of Friends for the Instruction of 
Poor Children explained that this group relied on educational systems 
from Madras and London.14

The fl ip side of such emulation was providing models, and humane 
societies, like many other philanthropic organizations of the day, did so 
both in response to requests for information and on their own initiative. 
This practice typifi ed the outward and expansive nature of later eighteenth-
century philanthropy. Over the years, the Humane Society of Philadelphia 
gave information to fl edgling humane societies in Baltimore, Wilmington, 
Cincinnati, and St. Petersburg, Russia. In addition, the PHS disseminated 
lifesaving directions and pamphlets not only locally, but also to all the 
delegates of the Constitutional Convention in an effort to promote its 
mission to Americans outside Pennsylvania. For its part, the Massachusetts 
humane society instigated the founding of a humane society in Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, in the mid-1790s by making a Halifax clergyman (who had 
visited Boston and mingled with men involved in the MHS) an honorary 
member of the MHS. Several years later, the MHS served as a model for 
the Merrimack Humane Society.15

What made humane societies so well suited to cosmopolitan aims, 
however, was not that the societies built on foreign models. Rather, it was 
the remarkable ease of spreading the cause of resuscitation and participat-
ing in it. The Royal Humane Society dispatched thousands of copies of its 
publications and also sent lifesaving equipment to organizers of new soci-
eties; other humane societies and individuals sent pamphlets and broad-
sides to medical practitioners and other gentlemen, sea captains, local 
offi cials, and clergymen, too; newspapers, almanacs, and other books 
published the societies’ directions. With this wide availability of informa-
tion, men interested in joining the cause could do so in large or small com-
munities or even on their own.16 Starting in 1789, the Royal Humane 
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Society printed a list of places where it claimed to have spawned humane 
societies. In 1794, the list included Lisbon, Vienna, Copenhagen, Algiers, 
British settlements in the East Indies, Jamaica, Barbados, Hudson’s Bay, 
Boston, Philadelphia, several Irish cities, a few communities in Scotland, 
almost twenty English communities, Ostend, and Prague. The breadth of 
this list refl ects not only excitement about the cause among gentlemen, but 
also the ease of replicating the humane society program. At the most basic 
level, a few people could start a venture without much more than printing 
and distributing lifesaving instructions and, usually, offering rewards. In 
the late 1780s, for instance, Charles Murray, the British Consul in Madeira, 
began a resuscitation program in Portugal with information and equip-
ment provided by the RHS, assistance translating materials into Portu-
guese from a Portuguese friend, and publicity materials he printed from 
his own funds. Thanks to the efforts of self-selected individuals such as 
Murray, humane societies could claim to have a worldwide reach: the RHS 
boasted in its reports, year after year, that its philanthropic labors had 
been extended far and wide, and the PHS, as the quotation at the begin-
ning of this article shows, could cast itself as part of a global network.17 

In addition, individuals unable to join or form a society for whatever 
reason could participate in the cause by distributing lifesaving informa-
tion and publicizing cases of success in their local area. Rev. Timothy Al-
den in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, for instance, sent a couple of cases to 
the MHS. The society duly published them and made Alden an honorary 
member. To be sure, the humane society movement’s emphasis on spread-
ing models of charitable institutions was not unique. But the facility with 
which an individual like Alden not only could join the cause but also could 
receive recognition for his part in an international philanthropic project 
was distinct.18

The second feature that made humane societies so conducive to prac-
ticing cosmopolitan philanthropy was their shared mission of communi-
cating with fellow societies. The shaky fi rst fi fteen years of Philadelphia’s 
humane society inadvertently reveal the importance of this common prac-
tice. As we have seen, the PHS had a slow start, fell into decline, and was 
then revived in 1787. It tottered along for a few more years, with signs of 
stability emerging in the early 1790s. The yellow fever epidemics that 
struck Philadelphia throughout the 1790s, however, impeded the society’s 
ability to stabilize for several more years. Starting in the late 1790s, the 
PHS took steps to root itself better in the charitable landscape. Thus, the 
society effectively had three founding moments: fi rst, when it was initially 
founded; second, in 1787, when it was revived; and third, in the late 1790s, 
when it sought to put itself on sure footing. At each of those moments it 
established itself on both the local and transnational levels. After the PHS 
had got its program off the ground in 1781, it wrote to the Amsterdam 



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     15

group in 1782 and to the RHS in 1783 to request their materials and solicit 
correspondence.19 In 1787, besides reorganizing and reaching out locally, 
the society made a point of informing the RHS of its revival and reopening 
communication. Third, in the late 1790s, it took a series of steps to anchor 
itself locally and abroad. The group’s president gave the fi rst address in 
the society’s history in 1799 to better publicize its purpose and, not least, 
to raise funds. That same year, the society moved to strengthen ties with 
faraway colleagues by electing seven honorary members, two affi liated 
with the MHS and four leading RHS members.20

Several years earlier, the Massachusetts humane society had initi-
ated the movement’s practice of naming honorary members and thereby 
propelled greater integration among the societies.21 The MHS’s initial 
constitution had not provided for honorary members, but around 1792, 
the society amended the rules to allow the “President and Trustees … 
[to] admit such persons as honorary members of this Society, as will in 
their opinion, have a tendency to add respectability to the society, or be 
the means of promoting its benevolent intentions.” Honorary members 
could not live in Massachusetts, and three-quarters of the trustees had to 
vote for their admission. In August 1792, the MHS elected three top lead-
ers of the RHS as its fi rst honorary members. The next year, the MHS fi rst 
printed correspondence with its counterparts in London and in Philadel-
phia in its annual report. It also published its fi rst list of its honorary 
members, now including several Americans and a well-known Scottish 
clergyman, in the 1793 report. From its founding, the MHS had presented 
itself as following an international trend, had corresponded with the 
RHS, and had tried to correspond with the (fl oundering) PHS. With the 
new practices, however, it projected itself as allied with other humane 
societies and individuals in a common cause, no longer trailing Euro-
pean leaders. Within months of the Massachusetts body’s naming the 
three honorary members from the RHS, the London group responded to 
the example and assertiveness of the former colonials by choosing sev-
eral foreign honorary life governors of its own in time to list them in its 
1793 annual report.22 Naming honorary members changed nothing the 
societies did programmatically, but it gave the societies a way to pub-
licly endorse the idea that charitable activity entailed cooperation with 
colleagues abroad.

Humane societies’ emphasis on communication with fellow organiza-
tions distinguished them from other medical charities. While other medical 
charities on occasion sent materials to distant colleagues or, more often, had 
access through local doctors to novel practices adopted elsewhere, the nature 
of the humane societies’ mission involved the exchange of knowledge about 
innovations in lifesaving and about progress in the cause. Such communica-
tion built on the traditions of both scientifi c and religious-philanthropic 
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networks and paralleled concurrent practices in the antislavery move-
ment.23 Sometimes exchanges had a practical impact on lifesaving opera-
tions, such as when the MHS built a lifeboat based on an RHS model. The 
RHS, though it saw itself as the center of the resuscitation movement, bor-
rowed from American societies, too: noting that Americans had more ex-
perience than Britons with great heat and cold, the RHS printed the PHS’s 
directions on restoring people to life from an array of causes but particu-
larly called attention to the directions for dealing with apparent deaths 
caused by extreme temperatures.24 Other times, exchanges among hu-
mane societies buttressed ties and emphasized that the societies were in-
volved in a common cause of humanity. Communicating with fellow 
societies furthered a sense of community, but it also allowed the groups to 
extend their geographic impact, and that of their supporters, and thus en-
gage in cosmopolitan philanthropy. 

The third feature that rendered humane societies particularly well-
suited to the cosmopolitan thrust in Anglo-American philanthropy was 
that they did provide aid on an impartial basis. As the speaker at the MHS 
anniversary festival in 1800 put it, “No improper prejudices or partial in-
terested views are admitted.” Other charitable organizations were “con-
fi ned by a religious creed, by local situation, or by circumstances of 
personal convenience to the donors.” By contrast, the MHS extended its 
munifi cence “to him who is ready to perish, and to him who saves a soul 
alive, of whatever nation or climate he may be.”25 As the speaker pointed 
out, this impartiality arose from the peculiar nature of humane societies’ 
mission: they encouraged passersby to save the lives of drowning people. 
The nationality, religion, color, gender, age, political views, and status of 
benefi ciaries and rescuers were, of course, beyond the societies’ control. 
But as a result, perhaps uniquely among philanthropic causes, the humane 
society movement could claim credit for encompassing all of humankind 
in its mission.

Humane societies lauded their cosmopolitanism in that regard and, 
indeed, people of all backgrounds could and did both drown and partici-
pate in rescues and recoveries. Workingmen and boys, however, predomi-
nated both as drowning victims and as rescuers, so the societies’ claims 
did not really refl ect the populations of people they aided. American hu-
mane societies’ unbiased treatment of African-American rescuers and vic-
tims, however, lends credence to their claims of impartiality. Admittedly, 
the number of cases in which either party was black is tiny, but there is no 
apparent pattern of discrimination in them. Humane societies followed 
the principle that the greater the effort and risk by the rescuer, the greater 
the reward. The leaders of the PHS and MHS applied this principle re-
gardless of the race of the rescuer or the person rescued. For instance, in 
Philadelphia in 1809, a white sailmaker named George Muschert rescued 
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13-year-old Robert Anderson, a black boy, from drowning in the Delaware 
River. When he heard the alarm that someone was drowning, Muschert 
had been at a distance and had run to the scene and dived fully clothed 
into the water, diving down twice to rescue the boy. These dramatic fac-
tors weighed strongly in humane society leaders’ decisions about reward 
amounts: Muschert received a $10 reward, at the top of the range for PHS 
rewards that year.26

When the rescuer was African American, the same criteria applied. 
Dolphin Garler, a black man, received the MHS’s highest reward to an 
individual in 1794–95 for rescuing a boy in Plymouth, Massachusetts. 
In this case, a small child had cried out that someone was drowning, 
but no one could see the drowning person or the bottom of the water. 
It was nearly high tide when suddenly the onlookers saw an air bubble 
in the water. Garler dived in immediately. At fi rst he had trouble grab-
bing the child but then managed to save the boy. Four respectable men 
in Plymouth wrote to the MHS to nominate Garler for a reward, and 
the society gave him one just as it would have done for a white rescuer. 
The society noted that Garler was black and thus different, but it recog-
nized and publicized that people of all backgrounds participated in the 
philanthropic cause of lifesaving. Humane societies had no choice in 
who drowned or who rescued drowning victims, so cosmopolitanism 
was in a way foisted upon them. Yet they chose to embrace the idea 
that their mission encompassed all humankind and accepted that 
everyone, even those people most marginalized, could contribute to 
the cause.27

Cosmopolitanism in Late Eighteenth-Century Philanthropy 

If humane societies were not unique in the breadth of their sense of char-
itable obligation, they were unusual. That said, humane societies were 
part of a more general development. British and American activists had 
long borrowed charitable models from abroad and participated in trans-
national religious-philanthropic projects. Late eighteenth-century phi-
lanthropy built on these traditions but differed in the expanding scale of 
urban charitable activity and in embracing moral responsibility to strang-
ers. Before the American Revolution, British and American involvement 
in transnational benefi cence had been geared to bolstering international 
Protestantism and the British Empire. In the decades after the Revolu-
tion, however, Anglo-American philanthropy espoused cosmopolitan 
understandings: the antislavery movement developed in earnest, and 
organizations, such as New York Hospital and the Society of Universal 
Goodwill of Norwich, England, disavowed parochialism in the provi-
sion of charity.28 
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The global scope of late eighteenth-century philanthropy grew from 
individuals’ experiences of living in a mobile, interconnected world. 
James Cook and Louis-Antoine de Bougainville circumnavigated the 
globe in that era, and many Britons and Americans participated in quests 
for useful knowledge, especially of natural history, from around the 
world. Knowledge meant power—to treat diseases better, to grow new 
crops, to settle and exploit new lands—and the apparent onward march 
of knowledge fostered people’s confi dence in their ability to effect 
change, both at home and abroad. Moreover, both the new voyages of 
discovery and regular travels and migrations brought faraway places 
closer. Commerce, too, was making the world smaller, and an eighteenth-
century commonplace held that trade created bonds of sociability among 
peoples.29

But cosmopolitan philanthropy in both Britain and the United States 
thrived in the wake of the American Revolution. Historian Donna Andrew 
has argued that London charities in the 1770s and 1780s lacked the direc-
tion that the pursuit of national policy goals provided them in earlier and 
later decades. Rather than lacking a sense of direction in the 1770s and 
1780s, however, a global vision gave British philanthropists a purpose as 
Britain came to terms with the loss of the Thirteen Colonies.30 Likewise, 
after the Revolution, Americans had to defi ne their place in the world as 
citizens of an independent but weak nation. Philanthropic cooperation 
gave Americans a way to remain simultaneously engaged in a transna-
tional community and assert themselves on the world stage. Wealthy Bos-
ton merchant Thomas Russell, president of the MHS, for example, made a 
bid for international infl uence by sending his “mite”—£100—to the Royal 
Humane Society in 1793. Russell made this donation, he explained, because 
he felt “particularly interested in the encouragement of HUMANE 
SOCIETIES throughout the world, which may be productive of so much 
usefulness to individuals, and benefi t to mankind.” Russell, a citizen of an 
“infant country,” could cast himself as a benefactor to a prominent London 
charity by invoking a cosmopolitan understanding of philanthropy.31

Philanthropy in the early republic has to be understood in this 
worldly context. Nationalism, civic pride, sympathy, anxiety about the 
poor, and sociability, among other factors, all played a role in prompting 
benefi cence in the early United States. Humane societies highlight some-
thing else, too—that Americans self-consciously joined transnational 
charitable movements, shared ideas and news about causes with col-
leagues abroad, and embraced a universal vision of philanthropy. The 
humane society movement lent itself especially well to these trends but 
was not unique in this regard. As Americans built the new republic’s 
charitable infrastructure, they did so as both citizens of a new nation and 
as citizens of the world.
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ANOINTING THE “UNCROWNED KING OF IRELAND”: 
CHARLES STEWART PARNELL’S 1880 AMERICAN TOUR 
AND THE CREATION OF A TRANSATLANTIC LAND 
LEAGUE MOVEMENT

Ely M. Janis

Standing on the deck of the steamship Baltic during its slow retreat from 
New York Harbor, Charles Stewart Parnell, the Irish Member of Parlia-
ment (MP) and president of the Irish National Land League, an Irish na-
tionalist organization seeking land reform in Ireland, took a last look to 
the shore. Braving a cold and blustery March afternoon, hundreds of sup-
porters, including members of the famous Civil War Irish Sixty-Ninth 
Regiment, representatives of several Irish-American societies, and local 
dignitaries, stood at the wharf bidding him farewell. It was an impressive 
scene. Arriving in America only three months earlier, Parnell had under-
taken a whirlwind cross-country tour, traveling over 16,000 miles, speak-
ing in sixty-two cities, addressing a joint session of Congress, and raising 
over $300,000 for famine relief and the Land League.1 Parnell pushed the 
situation in Ireland to the front pages of American opinion, in the process 
assuming the undisputed leadership of the Irish at home and abroad. His 
secretary Tim Healy, in light of the tour’s success, christened Parnell the 
“Uncrowned King of Ireland.”2

Alternatively presenting himself as a moderate reformer and a com-
mitted revolutionary, Parnell crafted an image of himself that appealed to 
both revolutionary Irish-American nationalists and more conservative, af-
fl uent Irish Americans during his time in the United States. His ability to 
reach out to various types of Irish Americans helped to cultivate Irish-
American sympathy, which became a reservoir Irish leaders would draw 
upon for the next fi fty years. Parnell’s tour also succeeded in uniting the 
Irish in America to a degree previously unknown and launched the most 
energetic transatlantic Irish organization of the nineteenth century.

An “Appeal to the Irish Race”

Long-standing historical interpretations of the United States, which 
claimed American exceptionalism and insulation from international infl u-
ence, have been increasingly revised as historians examine the American 
past through a transnational lens.3 While acknowledging the importance 
of the nation-state, we must recognize that, as Daniel Rodgers argues, 
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“even the most isolated of nation-states is a semipermeable container, 
washed over by forces originating beyond its shores.”4 But most of the 
research completed in the last two decades by historians reexamining 
American history in a transnational framework has focused primarily on 
the period before 1800, leaving the nineteenth century strangely absent. 
The last decades of the nineteenth century, however, were a crucial mo-
ment of transatlantic and global history: the laying of the Atlantic cable, 
the mass movement of immigrants across national borders, and the growth 
of global capitalism had important and far-reaching effects in the United 
States and elsewhere. Efforts like Rodgers’s Atlantic Crossings have begun 
to redress this absence, but much more work remains necessary.5 This es-
say explores the transatlantic social milieu that was a reality for many 
Irish and Irish-American men and women during the Land League move-
ment of the late nineteenth century.

Transatlantic connections between Irish immigrants in the United 
States and their countrymen in Ireland in the 1880s were particularly 
strong. Numerous individuals participated in Irish and American social 
and political movements simultaneously. Irish and Irish-American activ-
ists in the Land League, well before the creation of a formal Irish nation-
state in the early twentieth century, attempted to create an Irish national 
identity that spanned the Atlantic. Nationalism served as the primary tool 
in this transnational project. Dominant interpretations of Irish-American 
nationalism have emphasized its role as a means of assimilation into Amer-
ican society.6 Irish nationalism, however, was crucial in forming not just an 
American ethnic identity, but also, as Kevin Kenny writes, “a diasporic 
sense of Irishness that transcended any simple desire for acceptance in the 
host land.”7 Charles Stewart Parnell’s tour of the United States in 1880 on 
behalf of the Land League provides a clear example of this dual process.

The Land League agitation originated in the “New Departure,” an in-
formal alliance between John Devoy, the Irish-American leader of Clan na 
Gael (a secret Irish-American revolutionary society), Michael Davitt, the 
former Fenian and land agitator, and Parnell. This alliance aimed to link the 
land and national questions, thus providing for a front uniting physical-
force and constitutional nationalists.8 A combination of bad weather, 
poor harvests, and low prices in the summer of 1879 sparked rural discon-
tent in County Mayo, Ireland, and Michael Davitt and local organizers 
moved quickly to marshal this feeling into a mass movement for Irish land 
reform.9 A Land League of Mayo was formed on August 16, 1879, and 
plans were made to establish a centralized, national organization.

The Irish National Land League was formed in Dublin on October 21, 
1879, with Charles Stewart Parnell as president. Additional Land League 
branches were quickly established across Ireland. The aim of the Land 
League was to exploit rural unrest in Ireland to gain what became known 
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as the “three Fs”: fair rents, fi xity of tenure, and free sale. In order to 
achieve success, Parnell and Davitt attempted to mobilize the Irish peas-
antry behind the Land League cause. To do so, however, would necessi-
tate huge investments of time and money.

Facing a protracted struggle at home, the Irish National Land League 
recognized the potential benefi t of appealing to the United States for sup-
port. Though he was a landlord himself, Parnell acknowledged the politi-
cal utility of the growing anti-landlord sentiment in Ireland and crafted a 
newspaper appeal to the Irish abroad within this agrarian context.10 Par-
nell argued that Irish Americans, because they had been driven by famine 
from Ireland and into exile in America, understood the situation facing 
Irish tenants better than anyone else and should, therefore, be willing to 
help their family and friends in the homeland.

The Land League was not content simply to issue newspaper appeals 
for Irish-American support, however. At its inaugural meeting in 1879, 
delegates decided to send Parnell to America to raise awareness for their 
cause.11 Thus, from its beginning, the Land League attempted to create a 
viable, transatlantic movement to agitate for land reform in Ireland. In 
deciding to send Parnell to America, the offi cers of the Land League had a 
dual purpose: to solicit money from the Irish in America and to mobilize 
American public opinion against British rule in Ireland. Davitt sought the 
aid of Devoy in organizing this tour, and Devoy helped lay the ground-
work for Parnell’s arrival by calling on members of Clan na Gael to help 
make the Irish agitators’ upcoming tour a success.12

Money was vital to keeping the Land League agitation in Ireland go-
ing. The costs of promoting and protecting an agrarian uprising were sub-
stantial, with funds needed to help support evicted tenants. In an interview 
with an American reporter in Ireland, Parnell indicated the amount of 
funding sought from Irish Americans and suggested that, given their 
numbers, it would not require a great sacrifi ce from them. “There are com-
puted to be ten millions of Irish in the States and Canada,” Parnell rea-
soned. “If they could send us $100,000 a year for fi ve years, it would not 
be a half dollar a family in all, and it would go a long way in enabling us 
to win.”13 It made sense for Parnell to appeal to America for money. Irish 
America had long been a steady source of remittances for Irish relatives 
and had contributed to various nationalist and cultural movements since 
the years of the Great Famine.14 What the Land League desired of the Irish 
in America, as Michael Davitt not so subtly confi ded to his American 
friend James J. O’Kelly, was “money, money, money. Without it this move-
ment must fail—with it success is almost certain.”15 Earlier Irish move-
ments had been unable to unite all sections of Irish-American opinion into 
a single organization as wealthy Irish Americans tended to avoid giving 
money to the Fenians and other nationalist causes.16 Davitt believed that 
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with the Land League, “the wealthy Irish-American class who hold aloof 
from other National work could I think be got to move in this one to free 
the land of Ireland from landlord grasp.”17 Building on the consensus 
formed during the New Departure between constitutionalist and physi-
cal-force nationalists, Davitt and others believed that the land issue could 
unite the Irish people at home and abroad, regardless of class distinctions, 
behind the Land League movement. 

Parnell was an excellent choice to deliver the Land League’s entreaty 
to the people of the United States. A key element of Parnell’s worthiness 
as a candidate to head the Land League’s American tour was, quite liter-
ally, his birthright; his grandfather, Charles Stewart, had been an Ameri-
can naval hero. Stewart’s daughter, Delia Stewart (Charles Stewart 
Parnell’s mother), married the Anglo-Irish landowner John Howard Par-
nell in May 1835 and moved to Ireland with her husband. Charles Stewart 
Parnell frequently invoked his American heritage during his 1880 tour of 
the United States. His public identifi cation with his famous grandfather 
highlighted his connections with America and underlined his credentials 
as a representative of the Irish at home and abroad. Parnell’s ancestry and 
gentlemanly manner gave him an aura of respectability that appealed to 
Irish Americans of all classes.

Parnell had also been to the United States twice before—in 1872 and 
again in 1876—and had some familiarity with American politics and the 
challenges that he would face on his mission. His fi rst visit in 1872 was in 
pursuit of an American woman who ultimately turned down his proposal 
of marriage.18 He made his second visit when the Irish Home Rule Party 
sent him as one of the delegates to deliver a congratulatory address to Pres-
ident Ulysses S. Grant during the United States’s centennial celebration. 
Unwilling to alienate the British government, President Grant refused to 
accept the Irish address. Despite his failure to gain an audience with the 
president, Parnell’s prior experiences in America made him cognizant of 
the political realities there and would serve him well during his 1880 tour.

On December 21, 1879, Parnell and his fi rst secretary John Dillon, the 
son of John Blake Dillon, the convicted leader of the Young Ireland rebel-
lion of 1848, left Queenstown aboard the steamship Scythia bound for 
America. As they left Ireland to the cries of a cheering crowd, Parnell 
promised the assemblage that his visit to the United States would “show 
that the hearts of Americans would beat warmly towards Ireland.”19

Parnell’s Arrival in America

Parnell and Dillon arrived in New York Harbor late in the evening on 
January 1, 1880. Parnell had decided to visit New York fi rst not only be-
cause of its status as the preferred port of arrival for Irish immigrants, but 
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also because New York was “the overseas capital of Irish nationalist agita-
tion and mobilization.”20 It was the home of such nationally infl uential 
Irish-American editors as John Devoy, Patrick Ford, and others. New York 
was also home to Irish political refugees, like Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, 
exiled from Ireland by the British Government.21 In the late nineteenth 
century, much of the coverage of Ireland found in American newspapers 
emanated from New York. This confl uence of Irish opinion-makers made 
New York a logical fi rst stop for Parnell in America.

Upon his arrival in New York, Parnell discussed his goals for the tour 
in an interview with a reporter from the New York Herald. Declaring him-
self to be in America as the offi cial representative of the Land League, 
Parnell explained the need for continued agitation in Ireland: “Ireland 
never won any great reform except by agitation, and this agitation, like 
obstruction, has been necessary in order to gain the attention of the Gov-
ernment. When a Government or a country totally disregard you, you 
must use strong and even disagreeable measures to get their attention.”22 
While in America, he planned to focus his lectures on the land system in 
Ireland and the history and goals of the Land League movement. He and 
Dillon also hoped that cities they visited would form committees of repre-
sentative supporters and take up collections and subscriptions to aid the 
movement at home.23

Parnell was at pains to present himself as a respectable and moderate 
reformer, but he was also careful not to alienate supporters who favored 
more violent and immediate means of reform. In the same interview, in 
reaction to a direct question from the Herald reporter on Fenian sympathy 
with the Land League, he responded, “A true revolutionary movement in 
Ireland should, in my opinion, partake of both a constitutional and an il-
legal character. It should be both an open and a secret organization, using 
the constitution for its own purposes, but also taking advantage of its se-
cret combination.”24 Parnell, however, quickly qualifi ed this statement, 
claiming that the “leaders of the Fenian movement do not believe in con-
stitutional action” and assuring the Herald’s readers that he “would not 
belong to any illegal body.”25 Several times during his tour, Parnell veered 
towards violent rhetoric, though he always retreated to more respectable 
ground when challenged.

Such ambiguity became a hallmark of Parnell’s public persona, and he 
cultivated it throughout his political career.26 On the surface, his adher-
ence to the terms of the New Departure remained strong. His goal in 
America, however, was to craft a message that would inspire and mobilize 
not only committed Irish-American nationalists but all segments of the 
Irish-American population. As one contemporary British journalist ob-
served, “It was Mr. Parnell’s business to unite all platforms, and to link an 
errand of charity with the sterner business of Irish politics; to be received 
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by the most respectable and thriving Irishmen in every large city, and yet 
to become also the very incarnation of the impossible aspirations of the 
various Irish Nationalist societies.”27 In pursuit of his objectives, Parnell 
deliberately crafted an image of himself that would alienate neither Clan 
na Gael nor more moderate Irish Americans.

Parnell gave his fi rst major speech on January 4, 1880, at Madison 
Square Garden in New York City before an estimated audience of seven to 
eight thousand. Here he announced a signifi cant departure from his initial 
intention to only canvass the United States for funds for the Land League’s 
political agitation. Due to worsening economic conditions in Ireland and 
“fear of wide-spread famine,” he proposed to “open two funds, one for 
the relief of distress, and the other for the purpose of forwarding our po-
litical organization. These things will be kept entirely distinct, so that the 
donors will be afforded the opportunity of doing as they please in the 
matter,”28 and he kept this promise. For those that feared their money 
would be put toward violent ends, he vowed, “Not one cent of the money 
contributed and handed to us will go toward organizing an armed rebel-
lion in Ireland.”29 This was meant to attract wealthy and middle-class Irish 
Americans, who were traditionally apprehensive of contributing to such 
causes. Upon the completion of his Madison Square Garden speech, a col-
lection was taken up for the starving peasants, and Parnell and Dillon 
were escorted outside the hall through the throng of cheering spectators.

Buoyed by their reception in New York, Parnell and Dillon decided to 
accept invitations from across the United States. They left New York in 
mid-January, traveling rapidly to sixty-two towns and localities. Parnell 
had hoped to travel across the entire United States but only made it to the 
East, Midwest, and Upper South, missing the West Coast entirely. The 
main reason for this failure was Dillon’s unsuitableness as a secretary. 
From its beginning, the tour’s itinerary was disjointed. Tim Healy was 
brought over from Ireland to act as secretary, but he arrived when only 
two weeks remained on the tour. 

Two modern developments enabled Parnell to overcome the tour’s 
poor organization: the extensive railroad network in the United States and 
the rapid speed of modern communications like the telegraph. During his 
tour of America, Parnell traveled almost exclusively by railroad, which 
allowed him to travel over 16,000 miles.30 This pace could be grueling, and 
to cover more distance, Parnell and Dillon often split up for a few engage-
ments at a time. Parnell also gave several short “whistle-stop” speeches, 
addressing crowds at train depots from the train’s rear platform. In one 
day in Minnesota, on his way from Winona to Minneapolis, he delivered 
three such speeches before giving two major addresses in the evening.31

The relatively new transatlantic communication network, involving 
the laying of transatlantic telegraph cable in the 1860s, greatly increased 
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the dissemination of news between Ireland and the United States, further 
aiding Parnell. News of the Land League agitation in Ireland often reached 
the United States by the next day or, at the latest, within the span of a 
week. The rise of a strong Irish-American press—almost every major East-
ern and Midwestern city supported a local Irish-American newspaper32—
facilitated the spread of this information. Alan O’Day has called Parnell 
“Ireland’s fi rst modern media politician,” arguing that Parnell “advanced 
himself and the national project principally through indirect means, that is 
at a physical distance, through the press and often by what would now be 
called ‘sound bites.’”33 His speeches in Ireland and America were quickly 
communicated back and forth across the Atlantic, helping to create a 
greater Ireland that spanned the geographic divide between the two 
nations.

Key Themes in Parnell’s American Speeches

Parnell’s speeches during his tour were part of a carefully tailored and 
calculated campaign to lead listeners to a desired conclusion: support for 
the Land League. The New York Herald accused Parnell of making the same 
speech in all his stops in America, which was true in many respects.34 He 
emphasized several key themes in almost all his speeches, deliberately 
crafting his message to appeal to Irish Americans of all social classes.

The most important theme Parnell presented was the looming hu-
manitarian crisis in Ireland. By focusing primarily on famine relief rather 
than the Land League’s political agitation, he achieved a much wider air-
ing and acceptance for his message in America, both within and outside 
the Irish-American community. But he did not completely ignore the po-
litical dimension. Rather, Parnell made explicit that relief for the famine 
was only a temporary remedy and that sustained political agitation in the 
British Parliament was needed to effect permanent change.

Also key was Parnell’s assertion that rallying public opinion against 
British policy in Ireland was a necessity. In Boston, he stated, “We must 
continue our agitation; we must continue to tell the truth about the rela-
tions between England and Ireland until we force England to do its duty 
and get some measure for the relief of the distress that has come upon 
us.”35 In effect, Parnell wanted not only to mobilize the American public 
in service of the Land League but to shame the British government into 
acknowledging and responding to the situation in Ireland. To newspaper 
critics who claimed he was attempting to draw the United States into con-
fl ict with Great Britain, he responded, “We do not desire to embroil your 
Government with that of England … but we think that a people like the 
American people is entitled to express its opinion upon this question.”36 
Parnell’s harnessing of public opinion in favor of Ireland made the struggle in 
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Ireland a popular topic of discussion in the United States. New York 
Mayor William Grace, the city’s fi rst Irish-American mayor, later said of 
Parnell’s visit that it “succeeded in creating a public sympathy with the 
course of Irish leaders, which I deem hardly less valuable than the money, 
without which the parent organization in Ireland must have signally 
failed.”37 Michael McCarthy, a contemporary of Parnell, believed that 
the effect of Parnell’s speeches was even more widespread: “His visit to 
America was the beginning of an impeachment of British government in 
Ireland, and the court asked to hear evidence and pronounce sentence 
was no longer the British House of Commons, but the United States of 
America.”38

In his speeches, Parnell also attempted to relate the dire situation Irish 
peasants were facing at that time to the Great Irish Famine of the mid-
nineteenth century in order to link Irish-American memory of the famine 
to the issue of land reform in Ireland. The “Famine generation brought a 
common memory … a memory to which all Irish-Catholic immigrants 
could relate.”39 In Canada, which Parnell and Healy briefl y visited at the 
end of their tour, Parnell claimed, “Our Irish famines are caused by man, 
not by God … We charge that these continually recurring Irish famines, 
and that the constant of chronic poverty, which always obtains in Ireland, 
are due to the conditions of land tenure in that country.”40 In Cleveland, 
Parnell was more explicit: “It must be our duty in this country if England 
attempts to starve and exterminate our people to see that she does not do 
so secretly, silently, and by stealth, as she did in the great famine of ’45, ’46, 
’47, and ’48.”41 These words echoed those of the Irish nationalist John 
Mitchel, who famously declared during the famine that “the Almighty 
sent the potato blight but the English created the famine.”42 Parnell also 
reminded his audiences that not money alone but the abolition of the land 
system was needed to prevent future famines. To his audience in Louisville, 
he asserted, “You may put it off for awhile; you may postpone the famine 
for a month or two; but it will be utterly impossible for any charity to deal 
with the distress existing there.”43 The Irish in America needed to support 
the Land League and remember the lessons of the Great Famine. If they did 
so, Parnell argued, the Irish problem would be solved. For the famine im-
migrants and their children, such reasoning had a powerful emotive effect. 

For the Irish nationalists among his listeners, Parnell argued that the 
successful resolution of the land issue in Ireland would be the fi rst step 
towards achieving Irish nationhood. “If you help us to keep our people 
alive during this winter,” he reasoned in Chicago, “we will kill the Irish 
land system. And when we have killed the Irish land system we shall have 
plucked out and ground to powder the corner-stone of British misrule in 
Ireland.”44 The British government back home saw such assertions of Irish 
independence in America as treasonous. In Cincinnati, Parnell allegedly 
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declared, “When we have undermined English misgovernment, we [will] 
have paved the way for Ireland to take her place among the nations of the 
earth … None of us … will be satisfi ed until we have destroyed the last 
link which keeps Ireland bound to England.”45 Parnell later claimed that 
he was misquoted and never used the words “last link”; an examination 
of Cincinnati newspapers provides strong evidence to support his asser-
tion.46 Regardless of the accuracy of the reporting, this incident demon-
strates the fi ne line between respectability and revolution Parnell navigated 
in his speeches.

During his tour, Parnell denounced the British government in often 
violent language, drawing the support of many members of Clan na Gael 
in America and the Fenian Brotherhood at home. At his speech in Boston, 
Parnell warned, “although I am not in favor of revolutionary methods … 
I cannot help saying that if things are allowed to continue as they are in 
Ireland much longer, our people will scarcely be able to contain them-
selves … which must drive them towards violent and revolutionary 
measures.”47 He was even more explicit in Cleveland, describing his feel-
ings about the armed Irish-American regiments that often escorted him in 
processions: “I thought that each one of them must have wished with 
Sarsfi eld of old when dying on a foreign battlefi eld, ‘Oh that I could carry 
these arms for Ireland!’ Well it may come to that some day or other.” If the 
landlords and the government did not negotiate in good faith with the 
Land League, the time would come when they would “get very much 
sharper and worse terms from somebody else.”48

Parnell himself did not believe in a violent overthrow of the British 
government. Instead, he engaged in a rhetorical effort to keep physical-
force nationalists on his side. His purpose in coming to America had been 
to unify Irish America behind the Land League, and, in order to do so, it 
was important to placate those Irishmen committed to violent revolution. 
Later, when he was called to account for the violent rhetoric that he used 
in America after his return to Ireland, Parnell denied that his speeches in 
America were very radical in nature. He believed that it was “far more 
necessary to speak strongly to Irish people in Ireland than it is to speak 
strongly to them in America. In Ireland they require to be encouraged and 
lifted up because they are oppressed and beaten down; in America they 
require to have cold water thrown upon them.”49 If the occasional allusion 
to violence was necessary to keep physical-force supporters happy, Par-
nell was willing to engage in such rhetorical fi reworks. 

The apex of Parnell’s visit came on February 2, when he addressed the 
House of Representatives in Washington, DC. Parnell’s speech in the na-
tion’s capital had been arranged through the efforts of Clan na Gael and 
select Democratic representatives. In a secret meeting, Clan na Gael 
decided to send the House of Representatives an invitation to name a time 
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and place for Parnell to speak before them; a group of Democratic con-
gressmen arranged for this offer to be accepted by the House. One of them, 
Congressman Samuel Cox of New York, put forward a resolution that Par-
nell be invited to speak in Congress. After a lively discussion, the resolu-
tion passed.50 The invitation was quite an honor, as it had previously been 
given only to two other foreigners: the Marquis de Lafayette of Revolu-
tionary fame in 1825, and Louis Kossuth, the Hungarian patriot, in 1851. 

In his address before Congress, Parnell emphasized many of the same 
ideas he had elsewhere. He went to great lengths to present himself as a 
reasonable and moderate reformer and focused on the inequity of the land 
system. Moreover, he assured Congress that he did not mean to embroil 
the United States in a confl ict with Great Britain yet claimed that in case of 
clear injustices like events occurring in Ireland, public opinion in a free 
country like America should be heard.51 Boasting of his American blood, 
he also asked America to help Ireland and maintained that a solution to 
the land question, if achieved, would prevent him and other Irish leaders 
from having “to appear as beggars and mendicants before the world” any 
longer; it would be “the last Irish famine.”52 After his speech, Parnell was 
given a short audience with President Rutherford B. Hayes. Though the 
U.S. government refused to offi cially denounce British policy, Parnell’s 
trip to Washington, DC, was a marked personal triumph, especially com-
pared to the chilly reception he had gotten from the Grant administration 
only four years earlier.

Through his carefully calculated speeches and appeals to Irish America, 
Parnell attempted to link the Irish at home and in America into a unifi ed 
whole. The idea of a greater Ireland spanning the Atlantic was not merely 
a rhetorical creation but a reality, according to many contemporaries. 
For example, in the Irish-American newspaper, the Irish World, the editor 
Patrick Ford declared, 

England has now to deal with two Irelands. A blow dealt at Ireland 
is felt and resented by the Ireland across the Atlantic. The struggle 
is no longer to be between the English Government and fi ve mil-
lions of disinherited Irishmen. Behind these … are other millions 
… throughout the United States and Canada, who stand ready to 
help their brothers in their battle for their natural rights.53 

This newspaper circulated widely in Ireland, transmitting ideas and dec-
larations of sympathy across the Atlantic, and Irish newspapers did the 
same. The offi cial Land League paper, United Ireland, published a regular 
column entitled “Transatlantic Ireland” carrying weekly reports of Land 
League activities in the United States. The transatlantic nature of the 
Land League agitation made it diffi cult for the British government to 
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know how to deal with the movement. The British Home Secretary Sir 
William Harcourt voiced this frustration: “Now there is an Irish nation in 
the United States, equally hostile, with plenty of money, absolutely be-
yond our reach and yet within ten days [sic] sail of our shores.”54 Irish 
America was coming of age in the 1880s; Parnell’s visit both coincided 
with and consolidated its growing assertiveness. When the Land League 
issued the call for help to its brethren in America in this decade, they 
were ready to listen.

American Reaction to Parnell’s Tour

Parnell’s mission did much more than just promote close cooperation and 
coordination between Irish nationalist elites in Ireland and America. It also 
sparked a mass movement that incorporated large numbers of Irish Amer-
icans of all classes and ideologies into a sustained and powerful transat-
lantic Land League movement. The turnout and interest Parnell’s visits to 
American cities generated were quite dramatic. Saloons and the meeting 
halls of Irish-American fraternal and benevolent societies posted fl iers ad-
vertising Parnell’s speeches.55 Evidence of Parnell’s popularity is found in 
the large numbers attending these events. In New York, seven thousand 
people turned out to hear him, while in Chicago, the largest meeting of the 
tour, an estimated ten to fi fteen thousand people listened to his address. 

Despite such enthusiasm, several commentators noted Parnell’s sub-
dued style in public meetings and believed him unable to stir Irish Amer-
icans to action. Though not the rhetorical equal of Daniel O’Connell56 or 
other Irish leaders, Parnell proved increasingly effective in rallying Irish-
American support for the Land League as the tour progressed. The Catho-
lic Union claimed Parnell’s soft-spokenness was actually a benefi t, as he 
seemed “to weave a strange charm round the listener, so that he bends 
eagerly forward, fearing to lose the slightest word.”57 Parnell improved as 
an orator during his tour; the rhetorical skills he developed in America 
were crucial not only to making the Land League a transatlantic success 
but also to his emergence as the dominant Irish leader of his generation.

Parnell’s tour raised impressive sums of money for the Land League, 
although it is impossible to tabulate the exact amount sent from America 
because of it. Moreover, famine relief for Ireland became a popular cause 
among large numbers of Americans, not only those of Irish descent. One 
journalist claimed that the total donated for this cause exceeded $5,000,000, 
a fi gure probably overestimated but not by much.58 Several different 
groups in Ireland and the United States besides the Land League set up 
relief funds for the suffering Irish farmers, the most prominent one being 
that of the New York Herald. Parnell refused to cooperate with these other 
funds, denouncing their motivations for seeking Irish relief. He explained 
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to a reporter that he was reluctant to associate with the Herald fund be-
cause it “had been started in order to check our success.”59 Despite these 
disagreements, Parnell and the other organizations generated publicity 
that helped to greatly increase U.S. aid to Ireland. By the end of the tour, 
Parnell had raised $300,000 for the Land League Fund, including nearly 
$50,000 pledged for the political purposes of the Land League agitation.60

During his time in America, Parnell was also able to win the blessings 
of the American Catholic hierarchy. This was no small feat as members of 
the hierarchy had traditionally looked down upon Irish nationalist move-
ments like the Fenians. With the blessing of their religious leaders, the la-
ity of the archdiocese of New York raised $55,000, the diocese of Hartford 
$23,000, and the archdiocese of Boston $37,000. Individual bishops also 
praised Parnell’s mission and endorsed the Land League cause. Bishop 
John Spalding of Peoria, Illinois, said that Parnell was “striking at the root 
of the evil for there will be no permanent relief for Ireland until the system 
of land tenure is changed.”61 Bishop John Ireland of St. Paul declared, “No 
fault can be found with the agitation. The means are legal, the demands 
are reasonable.”62 The Catholic Church’s embrace of Parnell and the Land 
League cause gave the agitation a respectability lacking in previous Irish 
movements,63 so that middle- and upper-class Irish Americans fl ocked to 
it, making the Church’s support a vital ingredient in Parnell’s success. 

Not everyone welcomed Parnell’s activities in America. His tour espe-
cially rankled several important American newspaper editors, but Parnell’s 
Protestantism, half-American and half-Irish descent, and class background 
as gentlemanly landowner insulated him from many of the common stereo-
types unfriendly American commentators placed upon the Irish character. 
As the Catholic Universe, which supported Parnell, noted, “He is Protestant, 
and the cry of ‘Papist’ can not be invoked to injure his cause … It is almost 
as if the child of the oppressor were fi ghting the battle of the oppressed.”64 
It went so far as to deny that Parnell was subject to the fi erce passions of the 
Irish race. “Pertinacity, self-restraint, no extra sensibilities to play upon—a 
cool-blooded self-asserting, English way of trying conclusions with the 
‘Saxon,’ these are Mr. Parnell’s public peculiarities novel in a Celtic leader.”65 
Harper’s Weekly, a staunchly anti-Irish paper, concurred with the Universe’s 
description of Parnell: “Mr. Parnell is so unlike the typical Irish agitator that 
the papers which oppose his agitation fi nd it hard to treat him in the usual 
way. He is certainly not an adventurer, nor a blatherskite, nor a wild rhetori-
cian. He is a self possessed and dignifi ed gentleman.”66 The negative quali-
ties of laziness and fecklessness used to describe Irish-American women 
domestic servants and male laborers did not translate easily to Parnell, the 
gentlemanly landlord and upper-class elite. 

Encouraged by his fund-raising and overall success, Parnell hoped 
to stay in America a few months longer to continue his work. Events in 
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Ireland, however, upset these plans. In early March, Parnell received news 
that the British Parliament had been dissolved. He and Healy canceled the 
rest of their engagements and traveled back to New York to depart for 
Ireland and campaign for the Irish Parliamentary Party. But fi rst, Parnell 
attempted to ensure that the reservoir of Irish-American support he had 
built during his tour would not run dry.

Before returning to Ireland, Parnell was the key player in organizing 
the Irish National Land League of America in New York. On March 4, 
1880, Parnell and Dillon sent out a circular to a list of prominent Irish 
Americans asking them to join them in New York for the formation of a 
Central Land League in New York. A meeting to arrange an American 
Land League was held just before Parnell left the United States. At the 
meeting, Parnell deputized a committee to organize the national move-
ment after his return to Ireland and suggested the following resolution: 
“Resolved, That a committee be appointed with power to add to its number 
gentlemen from all parts of the Union, to carry out the resolution adopted 
at the full meeting; this committee to have power to consult with leading 
gentlemen in various parts of the country, and to extend and promote the 
organization.”67 In May, this American Land League was organized, and 
its members actively supported the land agitation in Ireland.

* * *

With the building blocks of an American Land League in place, Parnell 
and Healy left New York on the morning of March 11 to take up the political 
campaign in Ireland. Describing their departure, Healy said, “It was a fi ne 
sight to see the 69th salute as we sailed off, and Parnell wave his hand in 
response, looking like a king.”68 On his return to Ireland from America, Par-
nell truly was the leader of the Irish at home and abroad. His mission to 
America not only catapulted him into this position but crucially strength-
ened the links between the Irish at home and in the United States, helping 
to create a greater Ireland that straddled the Atlantic. While the New Depar-
ture had led to a new level of cooperation among Irish and Irish-American 
nationalist leaders, it was Parnell’s tour that excited and inspired ordinary 
Irish Americans to take up the cause of the land struggle in Ireland. By craft-
ing a message that various segments of the Irish in America could embrace, 
Parnell was able to overcome the dissension and disunity that had plagued 
earlier Irish-American nationalist movements. The overwhelming response 
to Parnell’s visit, both by his supporters and critics, pushed the situation in 
Ireland to the front pages of America’s newspapers and provided much-
needed succor to the Land League movement at home.

The strong connections that existed between Ireland and the United 
States during the Land League era demonstrate the usefulness and impor-
tance of examining American history from a transnational perspective. 
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Such an approach allows us to see not just the similarities and the inter-
connectedness of societies but also can highlight important differences. 
The Land League was not confi ned to the United States and Ireland but 
also had branches among the Irish populations of England, Australia, and 
Canada. The responses of Irish immigrants in these countries to the move-
ment differed markedly from that of their Irish-American brethren. In 
Australia, for example, the economy was so tightly enmeshed in the Brit-
ish Empire that any move to sever this connection would have imperiled 
Australia’s prosperity. Irish Australians interested in improving their eco-
nomic and social status needed to retain their imperial ties, unlike Irish 
Americans in the republican United States. Irish Australians were happy 
to give monetary support to relieve famine in Ireland but were not inter-
ested in funding Irish rebellion. For the Irish in the United States, on the 
other hand, safely removed from British imperial control, the shared feel-
ing of exile that developed after the Great Famine stoked Anglophobia 
among them, giving their expressions of Irish nationalism a much more 
virulent character than that of other Irish emigrant communities. As we 
can see, the Irish abroad found common cause in their support of the Land 
League, but the reactions in different Irish emigrant communities were 
also shaped by their experiences in their host countries. Examining move-
ments like Irish nationalism through a transnational framework provides 
an approach that puts American exceptionalism into perspective, reveal-
ing not only what makes American history unique but also what it shares 
with other nations.
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STATE SOVEREIGNTY IN A TRANSNATIONAL WORLD: 
U.S. CONSULAR EXPANSION AND THE PROBLEM OF 
NATURALIZED MIGRANTS IN THE HABSBURG EMPIRE, 
1880–1914

Nicole Phelps

Since the seventeenth century, territorial sovereignty has been a key com-
ponent of European and then global international politics. By mutual 
agreement, governments recognized one another as exercising sovereign 
authority over specifi c, mutually exclusive territories. A government’s 
citizens or subjects were simply those people who lived within the terri-
tory it controlled.1 Territorial sovereignty was suffi cient when people 
stayed in one place, but by the mid-nineteenth century, technological in-
novations including steamships and railroads signifi cantly reduced the 
costs of travel. As a result, people began crossing international borders in 
ever larger numbers. People traveled back and forth across the Atlantic to 
fi nd work, pursue business interests, obtain an education, visit relatives, 
and see the world.2 Much of this movement was between the United States 
and the Habsburg Empire (Austria-Hungary). Many German-, Czech-, 
Slovak-, Polish-, Yiddish-, Ukrainian-, Magyar-, Romanian-, Serbo-Croatian-, 
Slovene-, and Italian-speaking people with Austrian or Hungarian 
citizenship traveled to the United States to make money before returning 
to Europe to establish themselves permanently there. Others stayed in the 
United States and later sent their children to Europe to pursue an educa-
tion. Between the 1880s and the beginning of World War I, millions of 
people traveled between the two diversely populated countries for short 
sojourns and long-term stays.3

What made this pre-World War I movement unique was that almost 
all of it was done without passports or any other documentation that 
would mark an individual’s citizenship status.4 As a result, an individu-
al’s identity was open to challenge every time he or she crossed the border. 
The increased volume of unregulated international travel created new 
types of problems for individual people and their governments. In the 
U.S.-Habsburg relationship, naturalized U.S. citizens who returned to the 
empire were often held for military service or arrested for political crimes 
because Habsburg authorities presumed they were Habsburg citizens, 
and the individuals had no documentation to prove otherwise. To address 
these new types of problems faced by individual citizens, the U.S. govern-
ment—along with other governments—expanded the size of its consular 
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service and augmented its agenda.5 Consuls, once focused on facilitating 
and promoting trade, became responsible for protecting a broader set of 
interests for their country’s citizens abroad. They worked to claim sover-
eign jurisdiction over their citizens regardless of their physical location. 
Their increasing ability to enforce this body-based understanding of sov-
ereignty undermined traditional claims to territorial sovereignty and con-
tributed to the idea of a nation as a community of citizens rather than a 
physical-geographic entity. 

As a result of consular activity in the decades immediately preceding 
World War I, notions of territorial and body-based sovereignty coexisted 
uncomfortably. It was up to consular offi cials to decide which would pre-
vail in any individual case. Consular offi cials typically sought to have 
their body-based claims recognized as more important than other states’ 
territorial claims, while at the same time making sure that their country’s 
own territorial claims trumped other states’ body-based claims. In other 
words, consular offi cials wanted their own sovereign claims to transcend 
the physical borders of the nation, while confi ning claims of other govern-
ments to a limited space.

U.S. consuls in the Habsburg Empire worked to align individuals’ lo-
cation, citizenship, and political loyalties. If a person was clearly commit-
ted to U.S. citizenship, U.S. consuls worked to free him or her from 
Habsburg territorial jurisdiction, but they also took steps to return those 
individuals to the United States, where jurisdictional questions would be 
silenced. The U.S. consular staff in the empire grew to an adequate size so 
that, when coupled with Habsburg authorities’ commitment to the rule of 
law, U.S. consuls were generally successful in pursuing their agenda in the 
empire.

Only in the extraordinary circumstances of World War I and the sub-
sequent Paris Peace Conference was the tension between territorial and 
body-based sovereignty addressed systematically. The men charged with 
negotiating the peace settlement at the end of World War I sought to make 
changes at the international level that would reduce the frequency of 
problems that arose from the confl ict between territorial and body-based 
sovereignty. Dual citizenship loopholes were closed in the treaties that 
ended the war, and wartime passports and visas became staples of peace-
time travel. These changes were aimed at two goals: fi rst, giving every 
individual a single, legally documented citizenship, thus eliminating ar-
guments over status; and second, making it more diffi cult to cross interna-
tional borders, thus reducing the frequency of confl icting territorial and 
body-based sovereignty claims. These efforts were an attempt to shore up 
territorial sovereignty in the postwar world by restricting movement so 
that an individual’s citizenship and physical location would align in the 
newly created successor states of the Habsburg Empire.
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Together with the embassy in Vienna, the offi cial U.S. presence in the 
Habsburg Empire expanded in size over the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury as the consular agenda diversifi ed from trade facilitation to promo-
tion and fi nally to the protection of citizens abroad. The number of 
U.S.-Habsburg interactions increased signifi cantly over the course of the 
century as a fairly meager trade relationship gave way to huge waves of 
transatlantic migration. By the outbreak of World War I, the United States 
had seven consular posts in the empire: consulates general at Vienna and 
Budapest, and consulates at Trieste, Prague, Reichenberg (Liberec), Carls-
bad, and Fiume (Rijeka). With the exception of Carlsbad, which primarily 
served American tourists, all of these posts initially opened for commer-
cial reasons. Reichenberg alone stayed almost exclusively commercial. 
Emigrants to the United States departed from the ports of Trieste and 
Fiume, adding to the consuls’ busy commercial agenda there. Prague main-
tained a heavy commercial workload, but it also became the post that had 
to deal most often with the effects of nationalism, which, as we will see, 
was fostered by travel between the crown land of Bohemia and the United 
States. The consulates general at Vienna and Budapest dealt primarily 
with citizenship matters; in the U.S.-Habsburg context, these were usually 
military service cases.

This essay focuses on the citizenship cases arising in the Prague, 
Vienna, and Budapest consular districts. In both military service and 
arrest cases, U.S. offi cials intervened with Habsburg authorities with 
the intention of claiming jurisdiction over the bodies of U.S. citizens. 
There were limits to how far U.S. authorities would go, however. If the 
person asking for release from military service declared his intention 
of staying in Austria-Hungary, U.S. offi cials declined to assist him. 
Similarly, in the Prague arrest cases, the U.S. consulate did not challenge 
the fi nal decisions of the Austrian courts, letting people whose  political 
convictions were still Austrian be governed by Austrian territorial 
sovereignty, even if they were technically U.S. citizens. In both types of 
cases, U.S. offi cials aimed to align a person’s physical location with his 
political identity.

The case of Zdenek Bodlak provides an example of a citizen protec-
tion case in Prague. Bodlak’s Czech-speaking parents—or at least his fa-
ther—were born in Bohemia, emigrated to the United States, and became 
naturalized U.S. citizens. Bodlak himself was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
in 1893 and was therefore a U.S. citizen. He was fl uent in Czech and Eng-
lish, and in June 1913, the twenty-year-old Bohemian American6 went to 
Prague to study music.

Prague in 1913 was a key theater for the development of Czech na-
tionalism. The crown land of Bohemia, along with neighboring Moravia 
and Silesia, made up the Kingdom of Bohemia, which the Habsburg 
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family had acquired through marriage in the early sixteenth century. The 
dominant languages in the province were German and Czech, and a sig-
nifi cant portion of the population was bilingual.7 While the Kingdom of 
Bohemia had not always been fully supportive of the Habsburgs, dissatis-
faction intensifi ed when the Ausgleich created Austria-Hungary in 1867. 
Many in Bohemia wanted the kingdom to have equal status with Hungary—a 
Triple Monarchy rather than a Dual Monarchy—but only a few wanted 
some sort of fully independent Czech state at this point; in fact, indepen-
dence as a viable option did not gain much popular support in Bohemia 
until well into World War I.8 However, many did want the Czech language 
to be legally equal to German in the kingdom, for civil servants to speak 
both Czech and German, and for the government to make Czech-language 
schools more widely available.

These dissatisfactions, along with opportunities for economic ad-
vancement in America, prompted many Bohemians to migrate to the 
United States. These emigrants included a signifi cant number of middle-
class people, who reached a greater level of prosperity in the United States 
more quickly than many of their fellow countrymen.9 Once in the United 
States, Czech speakers, like other immigrant groups, banded together for 
the benefi t of the community as a whole. Various Czech communities be-
gan publishing their own Czech- and English-language newspapers. 
Those newspapers included comments on events in Austria, as well as 
reports on conditions there derived from personal letters exchanged 
among transatlantic networks of Bohemians.10 The basic editorial stance 
of many of these publications was critical of the Austrian government and 
in favor of Czech nationalism.

Those Czech nationalist American newspapers frequently found their 
way to Bohemia, where they were circulated among the local population. 
They also found their way to the Habsburg authorities, including the 
Prague police. Charles Hoover, the U.S. consul in Prague from 1913 to 
1917, reported that “the authorities are greatly enraged over the articles 
which appear in the Bohemian papers of Chicago and it is certain for that 
reason to go hard with any American who transgresses the Austrian law.”11 
Hoover went so far as to advocate that the Department of State approach 
the editors of these papers: “it would serve the interests of the American 
citizens of Bohemian origin who travel in this country if these papers were 
to adopt a more temperate tone regarding affairs in this country, although 
I am aware that it would be diffi cult to suggest such a course to them.”12

To combat the transatlantic nationalist network, the Prague police 
were especially vigilant, scrutinizing the public statements of U.S. citizens 
as well as the letters they wrote to Austrian citizens. Zdenek Bodlak’s ar-
rest resulted from this increased police scrutiny, as did several others. 
Hoover told the Department of State that “the records here are full of 
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instances” of this nature, and that “such convictions are more than daily 
happenings here.”13

Bodlak was arrested and incarcerated on 27 November 1914 for “dis-
turbing the public order.”14 That had been a crime in Austria-Hungary 
before the war, but after the war started, it was expanded, and the sen-
tences were more serious. Over the course of four months, Bodlak had 
sent a series of letters to his family and friends in the United States. When 
mailing them, he marked them “open,” which meant that they were not 
directed exclusively to the addressee. More importantly, it meant that 
Austrian authorities were entirely free to open and read the letters, which 
they did. Bodlak also sent a number of letters to a local girl in Prague that 
contained news and newspaper clippings from the United States. Bodlak 
marked these letters “closed,” but he did not tell the recipient to destroy 
or hide them, and the police discovered them when they conducted a vol-
untary search of her parents’ home.15

Bodlak’s letters are extremely critical of Austria and Germany, and 
they are rife with sarcasm. He criticized the Austrian government for 
drafting eighteen-year-old “children” for the service.16 He also pointed 
out the Austrian government’s press censorship, writing to his father in 
America that “quite a number of things you knew in August were fi rst 
made known to us at the beginning of November.” When Turkey entered 
the war on the side of the Central Powers, Bodlak wrote, “Isn’t it just grand 
to see the peerless German culture shake hands with such a heathenisch 
[sic] murdering skunk as is Turkey?” He also called the confl ict “the war 
of Kaiser extermination” and wrote that “It should last until Germany and 
Austria disappear from the map.”17

The Austrian court determined that “in circulated writings ... also pub-
licly, [Bodlak] endeavored to stir up hatred and contempt against the 
Government ... the person of the Kaiser ... the form of government ... [and] 
the unity of the Empire.” Bodlak’s rather late admission that “he had written 
improper matter in the letters” did little to help him; it was more than offset 
by the fact that he repeatedly sent such letters and made no attempt to keep 
them private. On the contrary, the court observed, “he rather wished that 
they should be circulated, as to be expected of such persons who are so 
evilly disposed toward the State.” Bodlak was sentenced to three years hard 
labor, “sharpened by one fast day each three months,” and, on completion 
of his sentence, banishment from the empire.18 With the help of Hoover and 
the embassy, Bodlak appealed the verdict, but it was upheld.19

After the initial conviction, Consul Hoover informed the Department 
of State of the case, but the despatch did not arrive, given uncertain war-
time mail conditions.20 The Department of State found out about it from 
the American Czech population, which was in an uproar over the incident 
and especially the sentence. Hearing of events from the public and not 
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from U.S. offi cials overseas was not to the department’s liking, and they 
sent Hoover multiple telegrams asking for a report. Hoover then wrote a 
number of communications to the Department of State explaining the case 
and offering his assessment. He criticized the Austrian legal system for the 
inclusion of political activities as illegal acts. In a statement that offi ce per-
sonnel at the Department of State took pains to label as defi nitely not for 
publication, Hoover wrote: 

This is a conviction for a purely political crime and as such it is 
entirely impossible to comprehend the logic of the argument upon 
which the conviction was based when considered from the stand-
point of American law. What might under American practice be 
considered the grossest distortion of fact, trivial, childish, and ma-
licious, might be in entire consonance with the laws of other coun-
tries. To take away three years of the life of a human being for 
having put a little ink on a piece of paper in a certain form when 
it did not injure any one in the slightest and could not have in-
jured any one if it had been seen by the whole world is not in ac-
cord with American ideas of justice.21

Hoover also found fault with the methods of the Prague police, comment-
ing that “there is no need for the authorities to go into private letters for 
statements which have been given no publicity to fi nd sedition for it is rife 
here and the fact that it is is well known to the authorities.”22

Although Hoover was no fan of the Austrian legal system, he stood by 
Bodlak’s conviction. Hoover wrote that, “when Bodlak came to this coun-
try he placed himself under its laws and there seems to be no question of 
his having committed the acts for which he was convicted under the Aus-
trian law by a regularly constituted court.” Perhaps Hoover was hoping 
that Bodlak’s fate would serve as an example to other members of “that 
exasperating class to which danger of imprisonment has the same attrac-
tion that the fl ame of a candle has for a moth.” Bodlak and others like him 
seem to have enjoyed taunting the police; Hoover complained that they 
put “every possible temptation to arrest them in the way of the offi cials by 
boasting of their immunity from arrest,” as they were U.S. citizens.23

The Austrian government had allowed U.S. consuls and the embassy 
to intervene in previous cases and secure lighter punishments for U.S. 
citizens, but Hoover observed that, “now in war time all criticism[s] of the 
State are punished with the greatest rigor.”24 Hoover was content to let the 
Austrian government have its way. By doing so, he helped align politics 
and physical location. If naturalized U.S. citizens were more interested in 
Austrian politics than American politics and went so far as to return to 
Bohemia to promote nationalist ideologies, then they should not be able 
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to hide behind the barrier of U.S. citizenship. If their priorities were in 
Austria, then their bodies should be there, too—even if those bodies were 
in an Austrian jail.

No doubt making the traditional assumption that consuls were pri-
marily concerned with commerce, Ralph Busser, the U.S. consul in Trieste 
in 1915, asserted that his post was “undoubtedly the busiest Consulate in 
Austria.”25 Had be been referring to the decades before the 1880s, he might 
have been right, but at this late date, he was defi nitely wrong. It is diffi cult 
to say which post actually was the busiest, but it was probably Vienna, or, 
even more likely, Budapest. Paul Nash, consul general in Budapest in 1911, 
observed that “The responsibilities of this post are so much greater than 
those of the average consulate, principally on account of the complicated 
protection cases.”26 Ambassador Penfi eld also pointed to the high number 
of citizenship and military service cases as a mark of the uniqueness of 
U.S.-Habsburg relations.27

Dominating the consular agenda at Vienna and Budapest were military 
service cases. Although exact fi gures regarding the number of cases do not 
exist,28 we know from the consuls themselves that these cases were time-
consuming; the surviving fi les concerning them make up the second largest 
subset in the Department of State’s U.S.-Habsburg “protection of interests” 
fi les.29 Some concrete statistics are available, however. The Budapest consul-
ate general alone processed 108 military service cases in the 1912/13 fi scal 
year, 105 cases between 1 August 1914 and 31 December 1914, and an addi-
tional 114 cases in the calendar year 1915.30 Records also indicate that some 
cases did not come to the attention of U.S. authorities until 1919,31 after the 
fi ghting had stopped but before all prisoners of war had been released, and 
at least one case was not successfully resolved until August 1921.32

The Habsburg military was based on the idea of universal service—all 
male Austrian and Hungarian citizens of a certain age could be called for 
military service, and all were obliged to attend multiple training sessions 
and medical examinations.33 Military service was important to Habsburg 
authorities. Not only did it help to protect the country in actual wars, but 
service exposed people to a broad cross section of the empire’s popula-
tion, thus building supranational identity and loyalty to the emperor.34 
Because of the universal nature of the service and its importance to the 
state, Habsburg authorities expected all males of the right age who were 
physically located on Habsburg soil to participate. When a man claimed 
exemption because he was a U.S. citizen, authorities were less than pleased, 
and they waited for citizenship to be established through offi cial channels 
before releasing him. They did typically confi ne men to the barracks pend-
ing citizenship decisions rather than assign them to active duty.35 During 
World War I, however, that was not always possible, as fi ghting occurred 
on Austro-Hungarian soil, and several people claiming to be U.S. citizens 
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became prisoners of war in Russia, Serbia, and Italy.36 Existing records 
indicate that only one man was actually killed in action: Joseph Tott died in 
June 1915, six months before his family was able to report his impressment.37 

While men claiming U.S. citizenship waited, offi cials at the U.S. em-
bassy and consulate general in Vienna and the consulate general in Buda-
pest took action to investigate citizenship claims and request the release of 
those holding legitimate U.S. citizenship.38 There were four categories of 
military service cases, which I will outline in the following pages. The fi rst 
category consisted of cases clearly covered by the 1870 naturalization 
treaty between the United States and Austria-Hungary, which were rela-
tively easy to resolve.39 The second category included cases of incomplete 
or illegal naturalization, which were equally easy to resolve, if more trying 
for the people who asked for and were denied assistance. The third cate-
gory pertained to dual citizenship cases, which fell into a loophole in the 
1870 treaty and were therefore far more contentious. Finally, there were 
cases where the man in question had been in Austria-Hungary for more 
than two years, and as a result, a presumption of expatriation arose against 
him. To convince U.S. authorities to help him, he had to provide a good 
reason for his lengthy stay in his native country. For U.S. consuls, these 
were the most frustrating cases because they had to make an essentially 
subjective decision about where an individual’s loyalties lay. All of these 
cases required a signifi cant amount of work by the staff of the Vienna and 
Budapest consulates general and the embassy. By the end of the war, U.S. 
offi cials were ready to change the international legal system to resolve 
dual citizenship cases and institute passport and visa systems to more ef-
fectively mark citizenship and regulate international movement.

The 1870 U.S.-Habsburg naturalization treaty was supposed to resolve 
citizenship and military service issues, and in many cases, it succeeded. 
The treaty held that properly naturalized citizens were not liable for mili-
tary service in their native land. In the United States, naturalization was a 
multi-step process. After a specifi c period of residence, a man40 declared 
his intention to become a U.S. citizen and the court issued his so-called 
fi rst papers. After another period of residence, the man received his sec-
ond papers. He was then examined by a judge, and if that interview was a 
success, he became a naturalized U.S. citizen. When he was naturalized, 
any minor children he had who had been born abroad but currently re-
sided in the United States also became U.S. citizens.41 Men who had gone 
through the whole naturalization process themselves or who were legally 
U.S. citizens via their father’s naturalization were clearly covered by the 1870 
treaty, and the Habsburg government released them from service after the 
embassy or the Budapest consulate general made an offi cial request.42

In these clear-cut cases, the Habsburg government trusted U.S. repre-
sentatives to acquire legitimate proof of citizenship. If the embassy or 
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consulate general was satisfi ed enough to make an offi cial request for 
release, the Habsburg government was satisfi ed. This trust was a product 
of the diplomatic culture of the Great Power System: it was a further indi-
cation that the Habsburg government recognized the sovereign authority 
of the U.S. government over its citizens, and by not contesting U.S. claims, 
the Habsburg government hoped the U.S. government would return 
the favor.

The burden of proving citizenship was therefore on the staff of the em-
bassy or consulate general, and they did their best to acquire proper docu-
mentary evidence. Consulate general, embassy, or Department of State staff 
needed to see a man’s passport or his naturalization papers—or his father’s 
naturalization papers—to be convinced of the man’s citizenship. As previ-
ously mentioned, such documentation was not required for international 
travel, so many of those asking for assistance could not provide it. The con-
sulate general or embassy would send a telegram to the Department of 
State, which would then attempt to secure the necessary information. If the 
man had ever had a passport, which required proof of naturalization to ob-
tain, the department would go to its own fi les to fi nd the application. To get 
naturalization papers, they wrote to the man’s family or the court that had 
originally issued them. When the department was convinced of the man’s 
citizenship status, they telegraphed the embassy or consulate general, who 
then wrote to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to present the case.43

Before the war, the Habsburg government could take months or even 
a year to process such cases, much to the frustration of U.S. offi cials.44 One 
explanation for the slow pace would be that the Habsburg bureaucracy 
could be a very slow moving, ineffi cient, and un-modern entity.45 It seems 
more likely, however, that the process was intentionally slow in an effort 
to send a message to the individual man and others like him. That mes-
sage was, if you are going to leave the country and become a U.S. citizen, 
do not come back. The Habsburg government, like that of the United 
States, was interested in an alignment between citizenship and physical 
location.

During the war, however, the Habsburg government responded to 
these cases with much greater speed. Consul General William Coffi n made 
sure to mention this progress to the Department of State: “I wish to say 
that the Hungarian Government has shown a gratifying disposition to 
give immediate consideration to the claims of naturalized citizens to ex-
emption from military service and the consideration of them has been 
much prompter than in time of peace.”46 In part, it was out of concern for 
the individual, as the chances of injury or even death were much greater 
during wartime. More importantly, however, the Habsburg government 
did everything it could to keep the United States out of the war. Irritating 
it over military service cases was not in the Habsburg interest.
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The second category of military service cases were those that involved 
incomplete or illegal naturalization, or other false claims to U.S. citizen-
ship. Since U.S. naturalization was a multi-step process, there were many 
people who thought they already were U.S. citizens or were at least enti-
tled to consular protection when in fact they had only gone through part 
of the process. The idea that they were already entitled to protection was 
furthered by the fact that many midwestern, western, and southern states 
allowed non-citizens or those with only their fi rst papers to vote, as part 
of efforts to attract settlers.47 Surely, they thought, if they could vote, they 
were entitled to consular protection. Some even made sure to mention that 
they had voted Democratic, in hopes of winning favor with Wilson ad-
ministration offi cials.48 U.S. consuls had to inform them that they were not 
eligible for protection.

Other people who asked for protection discovered that their natural-
ization had been illegal and was therefore invalid.49 This was most com-
mon among people who had been recruited in Europe directly by mining 
corporations that handled all immigration and citizenship matters in-
house. They presented large numbers of immigrants to judges all at once, 
and the information they provided about length of residence was not al-
ways accurate. Those discrepancies came out when the consulate asked 
the men to provide an account of their time in the United States, and many 
did not know that they needed to lie in order to be considered legal U.S. 
citizens. Like those with incomplete naturalization, U.S. offi cials declined 
to assist these illegally naturalized people.

Finally, U.S. offi cials denied protection to a third group of individuals: 
children of naturalized U.S. citizens who had never been to the United 
States themselves.50 It was common practice for men to travel to the United 
States to fi nd work while leaving their wives and children at home in Aus-
tria-Hungary. If the men became naturalized U.S. citizens, their children 
could only claim U.S. citizenship for themselves if they had resided in the 
United States. That residency requirement was not always clear to either 
the fathers or their children.

Cases where a person clearly was not a U.S. citizen or, conversely, 
clearly was solely a U.S. citizen were easy to resolve. Other cases, how-
ever, were far more complicated. The 1870 treaty contained a signifi cant 
loophole as it did not stipulate how people with dual citizenship should be 
handled. At the outbreak of the war, R. W. Flourney, chief of the Department 
of State’s Bureau of Passport Control, wrote that he was “afraid that our 
naturalization ... treaty with Austria will be put to a pretty severe test, unless 
peace is established in Europe.”51 Dual citizenship cases arose from the 
confl ict between American jus soli citizenship laws and Austro-Hungarian 
jus sanguinis laws. U.S. law held that people born on U.S. soil were U.S. 
citizens, regardless of the citizenship of their parents. Austro-Hungarian 



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     51

law, however, posited that a child born anywhere in the world to a man 
who held Austrian or Hungarian citizenship was an Austrian or Hungar-
ian citizen. That meant that all the male children born on U.S. soil to Aus-
trian or Hungarian immigrants were liable for military service if they went 
to Austria-Hungary, as they held dual citizenship.

U.S. policy was to try and get proven dual citizens released from ser-
vice in Austria-Hungary. Proving birth in the United States could be more 
diffi cult than one might expect, however. Not only did people rarely travel 
with their birth certifi cates in the nineteenth century, but many jurisdic-
tions did not even issue them. Signifi cantly for U.S.-Habsburg relations, 
Cook County, Illinois—the county in which Chicago is located—did not 
begin to issue birth certifi cates until the fi rst decade of the twentieth cen-
tury.52 Chicago natives had to rely on the testimony of parish clergy to 
prove their place of birth—if the clergyman could still be found.53

Once they had proof of U.S. citizenship, U.S. offi cials would present 
their claim to the Habsburg government and request the man’s release 
from service. During the war, the Habsburg military wanted every man it 
could get, and so the government asserted its right to claim the dual citi-
zenship status of these men and retain them for military service. Ambas-
sador Frederic Courtland Penfi eld, the U.S. consuls, and the Department 
of State staff in Washington all knew that the treaty was ambiguous in 
these cases and that international agreements had to be respected. With 
this in mind, they did not pursue cases after the Habsburg government 
had claimed dual citizenship.54

This approach, while perfectly legal, produced signifi cant protest in the 
United States. The issue was broader than U.S.-Habsburg relations; other 
countries, notably Italy, had similar laws and similarly ambiguous treaties 
with the United States. Perhaps the most prominent person to question how 
U.S. citizens could be held for military service on dual-citizenship grounds 
was Senator Henry Cabot Lodge. In a letter to the Department of State re-
questing action to release a U.S. citizen from the Italian army, Lodge wrote:

I cannot assent for a moment to the proposition that such a thing as 
dual citizenship is possible. As you well know, we constituted our-
selves as champions against the doctrine of indefeasible allegiance 
and have succeeded in compelling the acceptance of our view by all 
the nations with the exception, I think, of Russia and Turkey. The 
abandonment of indefeasible allegiance is in itself the establishment 
of the principle that there can be no such thing as dual citizenship, 
either in whole or in part, and to attempt to retain the right over a 
boy born in this country of parents not naturalized ... for military 
service in the country of origin of the parents is absurd on its face 
and is something to which we should never assent for a moment.55
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Secretary of State Robert Lansing drafted a lengthy letter detailing the of-
fi cial State Department perspective on the issue in June 1915. The depart-
ment had to defend its position on dual citizenship so often that the letter 
was printed and used as a department circular, distributed to politicians 
and people who were denied assistance because they held dual citizen-
ship.56 The issue received suffi cient attention among policy-makers so that 
the post-World War I treaty regime contained provisions that eliminated all 
previous ambiguities in favor of the U.S. position on sole citizenship. The 
consuls had upheld international agreements during the war, but they 
were undoubtedly in favor of subsequent changes that resolved this issue.

Finally, there were the cases in which a presumption of expatriation 
had arisen against the man claiming U.S. citizenship. In March 1907, the 
U.S. Congress had passed a law that declared people expatriated if they 
had been absent from the United States for two years or more.57 To retain 
a claim to U.S. citizenship, a man had to provide evidence to overcome the 
presumption of expatriation. This issue became increasingly hazy as the 
war progressed, however. Once the war started, it was diffi cult and unsafe 
to travel. Without proper papers, which most people had not brought 
from the United States, one could not leave the empire, and a short trip to 
visit relatives could quickly become two years. 

U.S. offi cials were generally willing to assist people who had clearly 
come to Austria-Hungary for a fi xed amount of time. Such trips to visit 
relatives, obtain an education, or dispose of property that were begun 
shortly before the war were easily recognized as cases worthy of interven-
tion. U.S. offi cials were also willing to accept that people were in the em-
pire for medical reasons. Many women who were ill returned to Austria 
with their children to recover their health while the father remained in the 
United States; some of the children had obtained their majority during their 
stay in Austria-Hungary, and the men among them were thus eligible for 
service. Other men were there because of their personal health or the health 
of their wives. Medical practitioners at the time frequently prescribed “a 
change of air” to restore people to health, and in many of the cases presented 
here the patients had been taking the empire’s air for ten years or more.58

The Department of State instructed U.S. offi cials in the empire to de-
termine whether or not the men had taken an oath of allegiance to Austria-
Hungary, Emperor Franz Joseph, or the Habsburg fl ag. Taking such an 
oath would be a violation of the naturalization agreement, since it was a 
show of loyalty to a state other than the United States and a practical elec-
tion of foreign citizenship. It was, however, virtually impossible to be on 
active duty in the Habsburg army without having taken such an oath.59 
Most people claiming U.S. protection swore in an affi davit that they were 
forced to repeat the oath against their will. Whether or not someone had 
taken such an oath was never the exclusive reason assistance was denied, 
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but it was taken into consideration.60 In one case, the Department of State 
even argued that applying to the Habsburg government for the travel pass 
necessary to get to an embassy or consulate to report an impressment case 
was a profession of Austrian or Hungarian citizenship and therefore a 
sign of expatriation.61

More important than taking an oath or applying for a travel pass was 
whether or not the person in question had issued a formal protest to the 
Austro-Hungarian authorities at the time of their arrest or impressment.62 
Ernest Harris, the American consul general in Vienna after the war, wrote:

According to the “Wehrgesetz” (National Defense Law) of the 
Monarchy, there were two appropriate authorities to which cases 
of this nature, protesting against service in the Austro-Hungarian 
Army, should have been lodged. After having received the offi cial 
notifi cation to appear on a certain day before the recruiting board, 
a protest could have been lodged with either the “Bezirkshaupt-
mannschaft” or governmental administration authorities or with 
the recruiting board itself. The latter consisted of representatives 
of the provincial government, of the military authorities, the mu-
nicipality, and two physicians.63

Many impressed soldiers said that they failed to protest to the Habsburg 
military offi cials because they were afraid of being penalized by the au-
thorities. Fred Jaklitsch, a man who applied for the release of himself and 
his son in Trieste in April 1916, testifi ed, “It is war, and one does not know 
if anything is allowed or not. I have always heard that one must not op-
pose the military authorities if one does not wish to be punished.”64

Other factors that affected the U.S. government’s willingness to inter-
vene included proof of involuntary service, prior registration as a U.S. 
citizen, and presenting oneself as a United States citizen rather than as an 
Austrian.65 Those who had been in Austria-Hungary for a number of years 
and who owned property or engaged in business in the empire were often 
considered expatriated. Owning property was considered a sign of in-
volvement in the country where the property was located, and while own-
ing property in the empire was a detriment to those claiming U.S. 
citizenship, owning property and having a family in the United States 
were defi nitely assets in protection cases.

U.S. offi cials also wanted to know about the impressed man’s plans 
for returning to the United States. They were uninterested in getting peo-
ple out of the army who were then going to stay in Austria. Offi cials deal-
ing directly with the men and department staff in Washington both 
recognized that many people were asking for assistance merely to avoid 
military duty. After receiving help, they demonstrated “the greatest 
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disinclination to return to the United States.”66 Ulysses Grant-Smith, the 
U.S. consul general in Vienna, pointed out that

many naturalized American citizens of Polish, Croatian, Hungar-
ian or other origin, return to their countries of their nationality for 
the purpose of taking up their permanent abode therein; and when 
the question of their military service is involved endeavor to ob-
tain protection under the cloak of forfeited American citizenship.... 
Had it not been for the present war, there is no doubt that many 
such persons would have continued to reside in their former homes 
as American citizens without any wellfounded claims as such.67

In two cases, efforts to secure release were completely dropped when 
men admitted that they did not plan to go to the United States.68 Depart-
ment of State offi cials in Washington instructed U.S. offi cials in Austria-
Hungary to inquire about an impressed man’s intent to return and to make 
every effort to facilitate a speedy departure, either when the case was re-
solved, or, if possible, after the man was released pending a decision.69 By 
facilitating a man’s return to the United States, the consular service en-
sured that the case could not be reopened. More importantly, the man’s 
physical location and citizenship would be in alignment.

* * *

The conditions created by the unregulated movement of millions of 
individuals between 1880 and 1914 prompted the U.S. government to ex-
pand its consular services to enforce its claims to sovereignty more effec-
tively. As U.S. consuls sought to limit the applicability of Habsburg laws 
to U.S. citizens, they destabilized the international system by pushing for 
a body-based conception of sovereignty that undermined territorially 
based sovereignty. U.S. consuls argued that American jurisdiction over 
U.S. citizens should operate irrespective of place, while U.S. offi cials oper-
ating at home tried to enforce their jurisdiction over foreign citizens on 
U.S. soil. Efforts to have it both ways frustrated Habsburg offi cials, and 
negotiations to resolve the tensions between the two sovereignties on a 
case-by-case basis were not particularly successful.

U.S. offi cials used the opportunities created by World War I and the 
subsequent peace conference to change the system. In conjunction with 
the Allied and successor states, the United States kept emergency wartime 
passports in place after the war, thus providing an internationally recog-
nized way to mark an individual’s citizenship status and a government’s 
body-based sovereign rights.70 Passports alone would have signaled the 
primacy of body-based sovereignty in the postwar system. However, U.S. 
offi cials and representatives of other governments also implemented strict 
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border controls, and the U.S. government introduced immigration quotas, 
which reinforced territorial sovereignty.71 By limiting mobility and mark-
ing individuals’ identity with passports, governments in the post-World 
War I world more effectively delineated the physical, political, and popu-
lation borders of the nation, using the power of the state to confront and 
reduce the problems produced by the transnational movement of people.
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PHILANTHROPY, PEACE RESEARCH, AND REVISIONIST 
POLITICS: ROCKEFELLER AND CARNEGIE SUPPORT FOR 
THE STUDY OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS IN 
WEIMAR GERMANY

Katharina Rietzler*

  Transnational approaches to the history of the United States seek to enrich 
our understanding of American society by challenging the nation as 
an analytical category. While historians still debate how to defi ne 
transnationalism,1 the debates themselves have opened up new research 
perspectives. Certainly, transnational approaches are able to analyze forms 
of social relations that exist outside or defy limitations imposed by nation-
states. Transnationalism also has a lot to offer historians of globalization as 
it can capture the role non-state actors play in the formation of a global 
civil society.2 Nevertheless, the transnational, national, and international 
are not separate spheres. Transnational relations between groups in differ-
ent parts of the world can shape the environment that nation-states oper-
ate in, and transnationalism as an approach does not mean ignoring the 
nation-state.3 Nation-states exert power that can disrupt, transform, or en-
courage transnational relations. This essay explores how, in Weimar Ger-
many, state power and national loyalties interacted with transnational 
scholarly networks fostered by American foundations and argues that 
transnational connections, despite all their border-transcending potential, 
can support national, and nationalist, projects.

During the interwar years, American foundations sought to encour-
age transnational scholarly collaboration in the study of international rela-
tions. The three most notable actors in that fi eld were the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace (CEIP), the Laura Spelman Rockefeller 
Memorial, and the Rockefeller Foundation’s Social Science Division. They 
awarded grants to a number of scholars and institutions in Europe and the 
United States. But the foundations did more than just support national 
academic communities. They also fi nanced the work of the International 
Studies Conference (ISC), a transnational network that linked many of 
their grant recipients and had been formed under the auspices of the 
League of Nations’ International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation 
(IIIC) in 1928. Within the framework of the ISC, scholars and foundations 
alike were experimenting with international relations, a new, interdisci-
plinary area of research that only became a sub-discipline of political sci-
ence after 1945.4 In the interwar years, international relations was not an 
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institutionalized discipline with an established set of concepts, theories, 
and methods. There were few international relations specialists, and schol-
ars who addressed international questions generally had a disciplinary 
background in law, history, sociology, or political economy.5 Moreover, it 
should not be overlooked that the activities under the auspices of the ISC 
were also, in David Long’s words, “a practical normative peace project 
associated with the League,” not just an attempt to defi ne a novel object of 
study.6 The commitment to international understanding was shared by 
American foundations and was the basis of their support for the ISC. Nev-
ertheless, the foundations also realized that they had fi rst to build up 
strong national institutions in the larger European countries and to en-
courage scholars that were interested in cross-border collaboration. Mobi-
lizing those forces in Germany proved to be a particularly complex task.

Two academic institutions were the primary recipients of Rockefeller 
and Carnegie grants: the Institut für Auswärtige Politik (Foreign Policy 
Institute—IAP) in Hamburg and the Deutsche Hochschule für Politik 
(German Academy for Politics—DHfP) in Berlin. They were private insti-
tutes, existing outside the state-run university system, and have been 
credited with laying the foundations for the institutionalization of inter-
national relations in Germany.7 The IAP edited the German volumes of the 
Carnegie-commissioned Economic and Social History of the World War while 
at the Hochschule the Endowment established a “Carnegie Chair.” There 
were also plans for an institute for peace research, the Stresemann Acad-
emy. The Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, and later the Rockefeller 
Foundation’s Social Science Division, supported both institutes.

Although the Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie Endowment 
supported the same institutions and to some extent coordinated their pro-
grams, there were signifi cant differences between the two foundations. 
The Carnegie Endowment’s interest in international relations was a result 
of its origins in peace advocacy. Founded in 1910, it purported “to bring 
the sentimental and the practical forces of the world into cooperation on 
the basis of demonstrable economic and historic truth.”8 Its two research 
departments published widely in the fi elds of international law and his-
tory, but the emphasis clearly remained on disseminating, not generating, 
knowledge. Producing publicity to promote international understanding 
and establishing personal contacts between the world’s political and cul-
tural elites were the primary aims of the Carnegie Endowment for Inter-
national Peace.9 

The Rockefeller philanthropies were more research oriented. Their 
programs in international relations were part of an endeavor to develop 
the social sciences in North America and Europe, with a special emphasis 
on empirical approaches and collaborative research projects. The interest 
in international relations became more pronounced once the Spelman 



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     63

Memorial was amalgamated with the Foundation in January 1929. The 
newly created Division of Social Sciences singled out three areas for sup-
port, namely, international relations, economic stabilization, and public 
administration. This concentration refl ected the impact of the world eco-
nomic crisis, which had decreased the income of foundations and high-
lighted the practical importance of certain fi elds of research.10

Despite differences in emphasis, offi cers in both foundations shared a 
broadly liberal internationalist outlook and saw the programs they imple-
mented as instrumental to the creation of a peaceful world order. In that 
sense, most foundation offi cers could be described as idealists, sharing a 
belief in the possibility of progressive change in international relations 
through education and scholarship.11 They assumed that intellectuals, 
speaking the universal language of science and scholarship, could forge 
ties across nations that would pacify international politics. Moreover, the 
“objective” analysis of relationships among nations was necessary to curb 
the irrational forces of chauvinism. As James T. Shotwell, director of the 
Carnegie Endowment’s Division of Economics and History, put it, “the 
technique of research [was] but the extension and application in greater 
detail of … sanity in political thinking.”12 This “scientism” resonates in the 
words of Raymond Fosdick, longtime Rockefeller Foundation Trustee as 
well as its president between 1936 and 1948, when he declared that “the 
Foundation’s entire work in all fi elds has been aimed at the single target 
of world peace.”13

Fosdick directly experienced working in a multinational environment 
during his brief stint as under-secretary-general for the League of Nations 
and remained a League supporter throughout his life. Other foundation 
representatives became members of elite foreign policy think tanks.14 For 
the most part, though, foundation offi cers kept out of electoral politics, 
conducting their international activities as a private enterprise. This atti-
tude to American philanthropy abroad was shared by U.S. government 
offi cials. Before 1938, the State Department showed virtually no interest in 
cultural relations, including scholarly exchanges, intellectual contacts, or 
scientifi c collaboration. Such activities were left to the private sector. The 
documents in the State Department’s archives relating to foundation ac-
tivity abroad between 1920 and 1938 consist largely of dispatches from 
U.S. diplomats, some of whom did display a strong interest in the rele-
vance of transnational philanthropic networks to American foreign poli-
cy.15 But only shortly before the Second World War did American 
government offi cials fully recognize and take advantage of the expertise 
and resources that had accumulated within these institutions.16 

The relationship between the State Department and the two founda-
tions becomes relevant when one considers whether these nongovern-
mental organizations can be automatically classifi ed as transnational 
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actors. On the one hand, the foundations were privately funded, devel-
oped their policies independently, and for much of the interwar years op-
erated in a fi eld that was of little interest to foreign policy-makers. The 
Rockefeller Foundation also kept a cautious distance from anything that 
smacked of offi cial endorsement. Foundation offi cers, for example, re-
acted strongly against an attempt of the IIIC to put pressure on Rockefeller 
trustees through diplomatic channels.17 On the other hand, even though 
the foundations were transnational players, non-state actors operating 
across national borders, a certain closeness to the foreign policy-making 
process cannot be denied. Offi cers in both foundations acted as expert ad-
visers to American delegations to intergovernmental conferences. The 
Carnegie Endowment in particular had strong personal links to the State 
Department.18 But in their dealings with European grant recipients, the 
foundations were left to their own devices. This becomes especially clear 
when one compares the foundations’ position to that of their German as-
sociates.

In the Weimar Republic, foreign policy-makers displayed a strong in-
terest in transnational cultural relations. Not only did the German Minis-
try of External Affairs possess a department for cultural relations, it also 
encouraged scientifi c exchange. However, this has to be seen in the con-
text of two aims that the Ministry pursued during the 1920s: fi rst, to ma-
nipulate domestic and international debates on the origins of the Great 
War, and second, to end the international scientifi c isolation of German 
scholars.

Article 231 of the Versailles Treaty, the so-called war-guilt clause, was 
pivotal to German attempts at treaty revision. Interpreted as assigning re-
sponsibility for the war exclusively to Germany and its allies, the clause 
caused public outrage. Propaganda campaigns against Article 231 were 
coordinated by the Ministry of External Affairs, which hoped that infl u-
encing public opinion in former Allied countries would improve the pros-
pects for revision. Offi cials coordinated research into the war-guilt question 
and commissioned publications and publicity campaigns.19 As we shall 
see later, the Ministry tried to infl uence independent publications on the 
war, too. The offi cial initiative that received most attention abroad was an 
authoritative collection of German diplomatic sources relating to the pe-
riod from 1871 to 1914 entitled Die Große Politik der Europäischen Kabinette.20 
The Ministry commissioned it to present German prewar diplomacy in 
the best possible light and to put pressure on Allied governments to open 
their archives in turn. One staff member spent his entire time vetting doc-
uments before passing them on to the collection’s editors. There were 
also direct interventions in the publication process, about which the head 
of the editorial team, Albrecht Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, repeatedly 
complained. The published volumes contained documents that were 
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shortened and accompanied by apologetic editorials. Some German histo-
rians, such as Otto Hoetzsch, criticized this as unscientifi c.21 However, co-
editor Friedrich Thimme explained that the task had been “not a purely 
scientifi c one but just as much a political one and that political purposes 
made it necessary to … deviate … from certain scientifi c maxims.”22

Politics and scholarship, however, were connected in many other 
ways in the Weimar Republic as well. Cultural diplomacy and cultural 
relations as alternative forms of foreign policy had already been discussed 
before 1914 among the educated. After the war, the debate was taken up 
by politicians and state bureaucrats. According to the advocates of Kultur-
politik, Germany was to expand its scientifi c and cultural infl uence to com-
pensate for its lost great-power status. In 1920, the Ministry of External 
Affairs created a department of cultural relations, the Kulturabteilung, 
which was responsible for German educational institutions in foreign 
countries, international scholarly exchange, and the promotion of German 
culture and language abroad.23 But in the early 1920s, one of the biggest 
concerns in the Kulturabteilung was the international isolation of German 
scholars. Their participation in international scientifi c networks was ef-
fectively curtailed between 1919 and 1926 through an organized boycott 
of Germany by the national scientifi c academies of the former Allied and 
neutral countries. Combined with the general funding crisis of the Ger-
man university system, this put scholars in serious danger of losing touch 
with international trends.24 By the mid-1920s, though, the boycott had 
started to crumble. This was noted and welcomed in the Ministry. As Ger-
man diplomacy took a more conciliatory turn, especially once member-
ship in the League of Nations became an option in 1924, good relations 
with foreign cultural elites became important, and the Ministry encour-
aged German scholars to cultivate them.25

American foundations were one of the groups keen to collaborate 
with German scholars even while the boycott was in place. In particular, 
the role of the Rockefeller Foundation in ending the country’s scientifi c 
isolation was acknowledged at the time.26 But why were the foundations 
so interested in rehabilitating German academia? First, the intentional iso-
lation of a country, especially one sporting signifi cant scientifi c achieve-
ments, ran contrary to the universalist ideals of foundation offi cers. Those 
who went to Germany in the early 1920s noted with regret that scholars 
were lagging behind. Guy Stanton Ford, visiting several universities on 
behalf of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, wrote, “Intellectually 
as well as physically they have lived for ten years on their own fl esh.” Ger-
man scholars, he believed, needed “new hope and outside intellectual 
contacts.”27 James T. Shotwell regarded American assistance to German 
academic institutions as “a stimulus to productive scholarship which may 
offer a contribution to us all.”28
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There was also a fear among foundation offi cers that an isolated Ger-
many would split the international scientifi c community into two warring 
camps. In a letter to Fosdick, Shotwell recalled the 1923 World Conference of 
Historians, which had excluded scholars from the Central Powers. As a con-
sequence, they considered setting up a rival organization. This, Shotwell 
feared, “would be accentuating a rival line of European history based upon 
German theories, especially those dealing with the origin of the war.” As the 
head of the American delegation, he convinced the conference organizers to 
make the next meeting more representative. The task for American founda-
tions, he wrote to Fosdick, would be to heal political rifts between scholars as 
much as to support them with grants. The growth of “rival national schools 
… in the social and political sciences” had to be prevented as it “would put 
back our movements of internationalism for many a long year.”29

American foundations began to offer Germany material assistance from 
1920, when the Rockefeller Foundation started donating medical journals. To 
distribute them, the Foundation cooperated with the quasi-governmental 
Notgemeinschaft der Deutschen Wissenschaft (Emergency Association for 
German Science, hereafter Notgemeinschaft,) which had representatives at 
all German universities. Formed by scientists and bureaucrats after the war, 
it coordinated and funded university research. It was also one of the few 
organizations authorized by the Ministry of External Affairs to collect dona-
tions abroad. The experience, knowledge, and networks of the Notgemein-
schaft proved very valuable to the Rockefeller Foundation, and their 
successful collaboration accounts for the large share of Rockefeller aid that 
Germany subsequently received under the medical literature program.30 
The Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial also relied heavily on the judg-
ment of this organization, as the frequent correspondence between Beards-
ley Ruml, the Memorial’s director, and August W. Fehling, a Notgemeinschaft 
staff member and fellowship adviser to the Rockefeller philanthropies, tes-
tifi es. Although the Notgemeinschaft was nominally independent, Friedrich 
Schmidt-Ott, its president, dutifully reported donations from American 
foundations to the Ministry of External Affairs.31 

The fi rst collaborative research project in international relations that 
involved American foundations and German scholars was the Carnegie 
Endowment’s multi-volume Economic and Social History of the World War, 
designed to become “the greatest co-operative history ever written.”32 Its 
aim was to analyze the impact of the Great War on society with the “ulti-
mate purpose … to further peace by revealing what war does to 
civilization.”33 As with similar efforts in the twentieth century, the Carnegie 
History’s publishers assumed that a collaborative attempt at (re)writing the 
past, involving participants from different countries, could create mutual 
understanding between them. In each country, the Carnegie Endowment 
appointed an editorial committee to commission and edit the volumes. The 
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German committee, formed in 1922, was headed by Albrecht Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy, the editor of Große Politik der Europäischen Kabinette. Men-
delssohn-Bartholdy, a law professor with a specialization in Anglo-Saxon 
law, was a liberal democrat with pacifi st leanings. He co-founded the Insti-
tut für Auswärtige Politik (IAP), the fi rst German research institute for the 
study of international confl icts and their prevention.34 Like most German 
scholars, Mendelssohn-Bartholdy pleaded for the revision of the post-
World War I settlement, but he insisted that a diplomacy of conciliation 
rather than confrontation would best achieve this end. This moderate revi-
sionist also belonged to the transnational network comprising members of 
the three liberal foreign affairs institutes that emerged in the context of the 
Paris Peace Conference. The American Council on Foreign Relations, the 
British Royal Institute of International Affairs, and the IAP in Hamburg 
had all been founded under similar circumstances and with similar aims. 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy was well known within the small Anglo-American 
elite that populated the Council and the Royal Institute of International 
Affairs.35 This circle also had close personal links with American founda-
tions, a fact that helped to bring Mendelssohn-Bartholdy to the attention of 
the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial. From 1926 to 1930, the IAP re-
ceived a $20,000 grant from the Memorial. This provided stipends for spe-
cial research projects, some in collaboration with the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs.36 There is evidence that the Laura Spelman Rocke-
feller Memorial had ambitious plans for the IAP that would see it trans-
formed into a “house [for] all of the social sciences,”37 though by mid-1930 
this plan had faltered due to a lack of local support.38

Mendelssohn-Bartholdy’s close ties to Anglo-American international-
ism as well as his experience with editing diplomatic sources had also rec-
ommended him to the Carnegie Endowment. In early 1923, the IAP became 
the base for the German editorial committee of the Carnegie History proj-
ect. As all volumes of the Carnegie History were to be based on offi cial 
sources, Mendelssohn-Bartholdy and co-editor Carl Melchior sought the 
cooperation of government ministries, claiming that the purpose of the 
Economic and Social History of the World War was to “give an objective ac-
count of the effects of the war and to contribute to a balancing of the differ-
ent evaluations of the World War that are still prevalent in the world.” For 
Germany this would be the fi rst opportunity “to participate in a discussion 
on an entirely equal footing with other countries” as “the German volumes 
[were] on a par with those offered by England and France and describe[d] 
the economic and political aspects of the conduct of the war in an objective 
and convincing fashion, especially to the audience in the United States.”39 
Since the American public was the main target of government-orchestrated 
propaganda, and since the volumes would be published in an international 
series, the Carnegie project generated interest in the government ministries 
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that the editors addressed.40 While some offi cials vilifi ed the Carnegie 
History as “vicious propaganda,” the majority concluded that the German 
contribution to the project was “politically important.”41 Government co-
operation came at a price, though. Manuscripts had to be sent to the rele-
vant authorities for review, and certain topics, such as the extraction of raw 
materials in occupied territories or the Hindenburg Program, were out of 
bounds. To ensure compliance with these conditions, the editorial board 
had to liaise with a governmental committee.42 State offi cials encouraged 
the collaboration between American foundations and German scholars be-
cause it gave them the opportunity to convey a positive image of Germany 
to an American audience but, at the same time, put this collaboration under 
close surveillance.

In effect, the Carnegie History underwent the same vetting process 
that had been developed during the compilation of Die Große Politik der 
Europäischen Kabinette. What could have become a rival project, an unoffi -
cial history of the Great War that avoided taking the government line, had 
been stifl ed. Certain volumes, for instance, those on the German war in-
dustry, were written but never published because of government interfer-
ence, to the bitter disappointment of the Carnegie Endowment.43 But were 
the editors who had conducted the negotiations with the ministerial bu-
reaucracy and agreed to censorship entirely to blame for this? To some 
extent, the episode exposed defects in the entire project. Ultimately, the 
border-transcending Carnegie History had been designed along strictly 
national lines, with national editing committees headed by scholars and 
politicians—Melchior was also the Weimar Republic’s fi rst ambassador to 
Britain—who were likely to become embroiled in a confl ict of interest. 
This seems to have happened in the case of Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, who, 
when approached by the Ministry of External Affairs in 1926 with a re-
quest to “further infl uence the Carnegie foundation,” politely declined.44

Carnegie and Rockefeller interest in the IAP also lessened during the 
1920s. While Mendelssohn-Bartholdy continued to carry great weight 
with the foundations, the institute, given its small size and location, could 
only have a limited impact on the political and academic cultures of the 
Weimar Republic. Another institution became more prominent in the pol-
icies of both foundations, the Deutsche Hochschule für Politik in Berlin.45 
Founded in 1920, the Hochschule loosely collaborated with the IAP. How-
ever, while the Hamburg institute had been designed as a specialized re-
search institute from the start, the founders of the Hochschule stressed the 
broader educational role of their school. From the mid-1920s, the number of 
courses at university level rose and professional academics increasingly re-
placed politicians and civil servants as teachers. Although the Hochschule 
was able to increase its academic reputation over time, the overall emphasis 
remained on teaching.46
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The founders of the academy emerged from the “national-liberal” 
milieu around Friedrich Naumann. They supported the constitutional 
consensus of the Weimar Republic, even if most of them were Vernunftre-
publikaner who lacked a fi rm commitment to parliamentary democracy as 
such. At the Hochschule, they aspired to create an institution that was 
above party lines, capable of educating a new political elite. After the hu-
miliation of the lost war, the aim was to contribute to a national renewal.47 
Some members of the founding generation were politically on the right—
for example, the historian Otto Hoetzsch. Young scholars like Herrmann 
Heller, Hajo Holborn, and Sigmund Neumann represented the liberal left. 
From 1927, there was an increased infl ux of the anti-democratic and radi-
cal right, a development that threatened the Hochschule’s original maxim 
to remain open to all parties, except those on the extremes. It is important 
to note that the Hochschule had excellent links with the political and ad-
ministrative elites of the Weimar Republic. Ernst Jäckh, its well-connected 
director and president from 1930, was a compulsive networker. He had 
made a name for himself as a publicist and had been an adviser to the 
Ministry of External Affairs before the war. Tirelessly seeking offi cial back-
ing for his institution, he managed to recruit a number of public fi gures for 
its board of trustees, such as Chief Justice Walter Simons, the industrialist 
Robert Bosch, and the banker Hjalmar Schacht.48 

Ernst Jäckh was crucial for establishing the Hochschule’s international 
contacts, too, especially with regard to bringing in the support of American 
foundations. In the winter of 1924/1925, he traveled to New York where he 
met Nicholas Murray Butler, the president of both the Carnegie Endow-
ment and Columbia University.49 Jäckh’s visit occurred at a time when But-
ler himself was seeking to establish offi cial relations between the Carnegie 
Endowment and the German government. A letter from Butler to Foreign 
Minister Gustav Stresemann in April 1925 was followed by several conver-
sations between Butler and Ago von Maltzan, the German ambassador in 
Washington. The latter had come across the Endowment before, as his sup-
port for the Carnegie History had been sought by Carl Melchior while Malt-
zan was still state secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs. Maltzan saw 
clear advantages in a stronger link between the Endowment and Germany, 
as expressed in a memorandum to Berlin: “Because of its large assets—
since 1913 the Endowment has spent on average more than half a million 
dollars, in some years signifi cantly more—the Carnegie Endowment has 
remarkable opportunities to infl uence public opinion in all countries, espe-
cially in intellectual circles. We must not miss this opportunity to work for 
a more favorable attitude toward Germany.”50

Jäckh succeeded in using his offi cial contacts to ensure that prospective 
benefactors of the Hochschule were welcomed in Berlin. When Butler vis-
ited in June 1926, he was treated to a high-profi le dinner. Those invited 
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included government offi cials, politicians, professors, business leaders, the 
U.S. ambassador, and Gustav Stresemann. At Jäckh’s behest, Maltzan en-
sured that other Endowment representatives were received with similar 
honors.51 The negotiations between Jäckh and the Endowment became 
more concrete, and in March 1927 the “Carnegie Chair for International Re-
lations and History” was offi cially inaugurated at the Hochschule. Fitting in 
with the Endowment’s emphasis on publicity, the Carnegie-sponsored lec-
tures were open to the general public and mostly concerned with current 
affairs. The speakers were drawn from universities, international organiza-
tions, or government bureaucracies—among them were the historian Johan 
Huizinga; Albert Thomas, the head of the International Labor Organization; 
and Alfred Zimmern, professor of International Relations at Oxford. The 
Endowment favored this format as it brought foreign scholars to Berlin and 
generated a signifi cant amount of news coverage. In response to complaints 
from the Hochschule that the existing setup was not academic enough, a 
permanent professorship was established by the Endowment in 1931.52

From the beginning, Butler had impressed on Jäckh the importance of 
international cooperation, suggesting that he “establish friendly relations 
and cooperation both with the British Institute for International Affairs … 
and with the Institut des Hautes Etudes [sic] Internationales, in Paris.”53 
Helped by the contacts and prestige of the Endowment, the Hochschule 
succeeded in becoming part of the Conference of Institutes for the Scien-
tifi c Study of International Relations, the precursor of the ISC. Its fi rst 
meeting was held in Berlin, with the participation of the Carnegie Endow-
ment’s European Center in Paris. Jäckh dutifully reported this achieve-
ment to the Ministry of External Affairs.54

The collaboration between the Endowment and the Hochschule satis-
fi ed both sides and was cemented by cordial relations between Butler and 
Jäckh. After a trip to Berlin in 1930, Butler declared that this visit had been 
“the high-water mark of my European experiences during more than forty 
years.”55 Butler may have enjoyed this particular sojourn so much because 
Jäckh had involved him in a new project for international conciliation, a 
foundation commemorating the recently deceased Gustav Stresemann. 
The mission and organizational structure of the planned “Stresemann Me-
morial Foundation” bore a striking resemblance to those of the Carnegie 
Endowment. The new foundation’s aim was to “examine the real condi-
tions and requirements for peaceful relations between states and nations 
in all areas and to disseminate the results of these inquiries.”56 An associ-
ated “Peace Academy” would conduct research, disseminate knowledge, 
encourage international understanding and collaboration, and educate 
the public. Butler directed the fund-raising effort for the Stresemann Me-
morial in the U.S., putting together an American support committee. The 
Carnegie Endowment itself pledged 100,000 marks.57
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Designated president of the Stresemann Memorial was Julius Curtius, 
the acting Minister of External Affairs. He announced the creation of the 
Memorial and the Peace Academy on American radio on 21 June 1930.58 
Only four days after his radio appearance, Curtius demanded “full politi-
cal freedom and equality of rights” for Germany in the Reichstag, marking 
a move toward a more assertive foreign policy.59 Those who watched Ger-
man politics closely had strong misgivings about Curtius’s role as a pa-
tron of peace research. The former Agent General for Reparation Payments 
S. Parker Gilbert refused to join the American support committee for the 
following reasons:

I had the greatest admiration for Dr. Stresemann and his work and 
would be happy to share in a movement to honor his memory. But 
I have some fear that the German mind would regard an Academy 
of this kind as an instrument of German foreign policy rather than 
as a memorial to Dr. Stresemann, and there are many indications 
nowadays that German foreign policy is no longer the foreign 
policy of Dr. Stresemann.60

Butler encountered further setbacks during his fund-raising campaign 
for the Stresemann Memorial. Potential donors were struggling with the 
impact of the Depression and proved unwilling to give. More than a year 
after Curtius’s announcement, the Stresemann Memorial still only existed 
on paper.61 

Jäckh’s ambitious plans and hopes for the Stresemann Memorial had 
crossed the Atlantic with Butler, who did his part in trying to fulfi ll them; 
via Berlin and the Carnegie and Rockefeller branch offi ces in Paris, they 
were also communicated to the Rockefeller Foundation’s headquarters in 
New York. There they created suffi cient momentum to bring the Hoch-
schule back into the Foundation’s network of grant recipients. The Laura 
Spelman Rockefeller Memorial had already supported the Hochschule 
with emergency grants in 1926 and 1928.62 However, on the grounds of 
Rockefeller fellowship adviser Fehling’s reports, subsequent applications 
had been rejected. Fehling had described the Hochschule as an innovative, 
promising institution but also—correctly—identifi ed its main activity as 
teaching. The Rockefeller Foundation, however, was only willing to sup-
port research activity.63

During the fi rst two years after taking over from the Laura Spelman 
Rockefeller Memorial, the Rockefeller Foundation’s Social Science Divi-
sion made no new appropriations in Germany but considered a number of 
projects. One of these ideas harked back to an older plan for a social sci-
ence research institute in Germany and entailed expanding the Kaiser Wil-
helm Institute for Comparative Public Law and International Law in 
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Berlin into a research center for international law and international rela-
tions. The trustees earmarked $750,000 for this venture, signifi cantly more 
than the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial had ever given to any other 
institution in Europe, with the exception of the London School of Econom-
ics.64 However, the plan never got past the stage of informal discussions, 
and the announcement of the Stresemann Memorial as a rival project 
caused the Rockefeller Foundation to shelve it.

Once it became clear, though, that the Stresemann Memorial had not 
progressed, Rockefeller Foundation offi cers became receptive to new pro-
posals in the area of international relations. Again, personal relationships 
between foundation representatives and long-term collaborators were 
crucial. Schmidt-Ott, head of the Notgemeinschaft and also a member of 
the Stresemann Memorial’s governing board, approached Beardsley Ruml, 
the former director of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, with the 
idea of requesting Rockefeller funds for the stalled Peace Academy. 
Schmidt-Ott, Ruml, and Jäckh agreed on the wording of a grant applica-
tion made to the Rockefeller Foundation. As a result, $25,000 was awarded 
to a “Notgemeinschaft Committee for Research in International Relations” 
in December 1931. This committee was, in effect, staffed by the members 
of the defunct Stresemann Memorial. The Hochschule itself received an 
even larger grant. In April 1932, the Rockefeller Foundation awarded 
$90,000 over three years for its research program.65

What had caused this change of heart on behalf of the Rockefeller 
Foundation? First, once Jäckh realized that the Foundation would only 
support research-oriented institutions, he and the new director of the 
Hochschule, Arnold Wolfers, tailored grant applications accordingly. From 
the late 1920s, research activities at the Hochschule had indeed increased, 
and the policies of the Rockefeller Foundation may have accelerated this 
process. Second, Jäckh and Wolfers increasingly presented their case to 
Rockefeller offi cers in person during meetings that had been organized 
through the Carnegie Endowment’s European Center, and could thereby 
bypass Fehling, the Rockefeller fellowship adviser.66 Rockefeller policy 
changed, too. Worried by the tense political situation in Germany, Foun-
dation offi cers began to emphasize what they perceived to be a “liberal 
spirit” at the Hochschule. Regardless of concerns about the quality of re-
search, Gunn insisted that the Hochschule was justly 

considered to be a real ray of light in Germany, as far as an objective 
attitude in connection with international affairs is concerned. […] 
The very existence of an institution in Germany which has the 
objective attitude and scientifi c spirit in problems in the social 
sciences is an encouraging fact, and, in my opinion, the chief argu-
ment for aid from the Foundation.67 
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Thus, the Rockefeller Foundation ended up pursuing a twofold re-
search strategy: some research took place within a collaborative frame-
work set up by the Notgemeinschaft, and some was conducted at the 
Hochschule. Which format was the more successful? The Notgemeinschaft 
Committee was composed of the same members as the corresponding 
Stresemann Committee.68 Initially, its meetings were dominated by Julius 
Curtius, whose proposals for research topics were “German reparations,” 
“international migration and settlement,” “the Polish Corridor,” and “lim-
its of arbitration,” refl ecting the tendency of the Ministry of External Af-
fairs to use scholarship in the service of power politics. The Committee 
adopted two of the suggestions (the Polish Corridor and reparations) as 
part of a long list of research topics. Those included international eco-
nomic relations, the prices of raw materials, the concept of the state, and 
political science terminology.69 Gunn admitted to “some forebodings” re-
garding research on the Polish Corridor but decided that this would be a 
test for the Committee. “It will be interesting to see how objective the Ger-
mans can be in this investigation,” he noted.70 During the second year of 
the Committee’s existence, Curtius’s suggestions had vanished from the 
agenda, and some promising interdisciplinary approaches had developed, 
for example, that of Alfred Weber’s research group at Heidelberg, which 
combined political science, sociology, and psychology in a study on for-
eign policy.71 Research conducted at the Hochschule, however, did not 
meet Rockefeller expectations. “During the past year it has taken the form 
of unsystematic, individual research by members of the staff, according to 
their several interests and inclinations.”72 Interestingly, Foundation offi -
cers did not comment on the fact that many Hochschule teachers writing 
on international questions openly rejected the supposed “liberal spirit” 
there. One striking example is Max H. Boehm, an explicitly anti-Weimar 
irredentist.73 

It is diffi cult to give a rounded assessment of the Rockefeller Founda-
tion’s work in international relations in Weimar Germany as the collabora-
tions ended prematurely. Immediately after Hitler assumed power, the 
Hochschule was targeted by the NSDAP and eventually came under the 
direction of Goebbels’s propaganda ministry. Jäckh’s unsuccessful at-
tempts to reach a compromise with the new regime that would have al-
lowed him to retain Rockefeller support damaged his credibility. In May 
1933, the Rockefeller Foundation decided to terminate its support, and the 
Carnegie Endowment followed suit in June.74 The Rockefeller grant to the 
Notgemeinschaft ended in 1934, coinciding with Schmidt-Ott’s forced res-
ignation. The Institut für Auswärtige Politik suffered a similar fate. 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy had to resign his directorship in March 1934, 
shortly before his emigration to Britain. In 1937, the institute was merged 
with the former Hochschule and moved to Berlin.75 
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However, while the institutions supported by American philanthropy 
were completely transformed in the process of Nazi Gleichschaltung, the 
personal networks the foundations had built up remained in place. Most 
of the Rockefeller and Carnegie protégés emigrated, among them Jäckh, 
Holborn, and Wolfers, and continued to receive foundation funding. The 
foreign contacts they had established as members of the philanthropic net-
work were a great advantage as they built new careers abroad. Jäckh, for 
example, fi rst went to Britain and later to the United States, where he took 
up a post at Columbia University. Jäckh also continued to contribute to the 
ISC, which received increased funding from both the Rockefeller Founda-
tion and the Carnegie Endowment from the mid-1930s. Wolfers emigrated 
to the United States, where he became a leading authority in the fi eld of 
international relations. Moreover, the end of the Weimar Republic did not 
put an end to the collaboration between scholars in Germany and Ameri-
can foundations. As is well known, the Rockefeller Foundation did not 
terminate all of its German grants in the natural or social sciences after 
1933. Throughout the 1930s, Rockefeller and Carnegie staff kept in contact 
with Fritz Berber, Jäckh’s successor at the Hochschule, and an adviser to 
the Nazi Ministry of External Affairs.76

Therefore, state offi cials were not completely successful in their efforts 
to control and subvert philanthropic networks. Those networks persisted, 
more fragmented, with a stronger reliance on people instead of institu-
tions, leading to outcomes the foundations could not have foreseen. But 
state intervention did have a signifi cant impact on transnational relation-
ships between American foundations and German scholars. Government 
offi cials saw the presence of philanthropic foundations as an important 
asset to Germany’s cultural diplomacy that could be used to reach foreign 
policy aims. The Ministry of External Affairs tried to manipulate the rela-
tionships between foundations and collaborators, infl uencing their form 
and outcome and effectively limiting transnational agency. American 
foundations generally accepted these limits by seeking the approval of 
state authorities before becoming active in Germany, either by establishing 
contact through offi cial channels, or by working with a semi-governmental 
agency like the Notgemeinschaft. Nonetheless, the foundations were wary 
of offi cial interference; the fact that the Rockefeller and Carnegie philan-
thropies cooperated largely with private institutes suggests a desire to 
avoid state bureaucracies. As we have seen, these fears were not un-
founded. 

Notes

* I would like to thank those who attended the Young Scholars Forum 2007 as well as Kath-
leen Burk and Adam Smith for their thoughtful comments on this paper.
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CARIBBEAN LEAVEN IN THE AMERICAN LOAF: 
WILFRED A. DOMINGO, THE JAMAICA PROGRESSIVE 
LEAGUE, AND THE FOUNDING OF A DECOLONIZATION 
MOVEMENT FOR JAMAICA

Birte Timm

Just as the Caribbean has been a sort of leaven in the American 
loaf, so the American Negro is beginning to play a reciprocal role 
in the life of foreign Negro communities. … This world-wide reac-
tion of the darker races to their common as well as their local 
grievances is one of the most signifi cant facts of recent develop-
ment. Exchange of views and sympathy, extension and co-opera-
tion of race organizations beyond American boundaries … are 
bound to develop on a considerable scale in the near future.1

—Wilfred A. Domingo, 1925

In the fi rst third of the twentieth century, important but often ignored 
connections between the African-American and the Caribbean freedom 
movements developed. These entanglements are often overlooked be-
cause conventional historiographic approaches tend to focus either on 
nation-states or on local microhistories but rarely look at transnational re-
lationships. In the past decade, however, the relatively new fi eld of trans-
national history has brought such connections between non-state entities 
to the center of historical investigation, highlighting the links between cul-
tures and people in various countries. This paradigm shift, often called the 
“transnational turn,” has quickly proven to be a useful approach to his-
torical studies that yields new insights into processes of intercultural 
transfer and migration.2

Employing a transnational research perspective, this essay examines 
the reciprocal infl uences of the African-American civil rights movement 
and the Jamaican movement for independence, thus bolstering the fact that 
the history of modern societies cannot be understood within the boundaries 
of their isolated national histories.3 At the center of my research is a transna-
tional organization, the “Jamaica Progressive League” (JPL), founded in 
1936 in New York by the Jamaican migrants Wilfred A. Domingo, Ethelred 
Brown, and Walter Adolphe Roberts. Dedicated to establishing an anti-
colonial national movement in Jamaica, the JPL strengthened the connec-
tions between Jamaicans at home and abroad and played an important role 
in the creation of a national movement for self-government in Jamaica. 
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However, all of the JPL’s founding members were highly engaged in a 
variety of civic and cultural affairs. Their interest was not limited to Ja-
maica or the Caribbean, and they participated in the African-American 
civil rights movement and international black nationalist organizations. 
Moreover, they all contributed to the African-American and Pan-Ameri-
can culture and literature during this period. Walter Adolphe Roberts, for 
example, was a popular writer and journalist with a special interest in the 
Pan-American region; Reverend Ethelred Brown was the fi rst black Unitar-
ian minister in the United States. During the Harlem Renaissance, 
Brown founded the Harlem Unitarian Church (also known as Hubert Har-
rison Memorial Church), which served, in his own words, as “a Temple 
and a Forum.”4 It provided a platform for African-American and Afro-Ca-
ribbean activists and writers like Richard B. Moore, Hubert and Hermina 
Huiswoud, and the JPL co-founder Wilfred A. Domingo,5 who was not only 
a leading fi gure in the Jamaican decolonization movement but also a well-
known writer, journalist, and theoretician of the Harlem Renaissance. 

My analysis will focus on the early history of the JPL in the late 1930s 
and early 1940s and will include an overview of the Caribbean immigrant 
community in New York City and its involvement in the Harlem Renais-
sance. I will place special emphasis on Domingo, whose life and ideas 
impressively show how crucial connections between the African-Ameri-
can and Afro-Caribbean movements were to their success. In addition, his 
biography illustrates how different concepts of liberation are connected 
and how transnational ties of migrants can infl uence the history of single 
nations. I will conclude with a description of the early JPL, including its 
main activities and achievements. By highlighting its roots in the U.S., 
which are usually overlooked, I will demonstrate the transnational char-
acter of the history of nationalization in Jamaica and, at the same time, add 
to the studies that examine the Caribbean infl uence on the African-Amer-
ican civil rights movement of those years. 

The Caribbean Community in New York City during the 1930s 
and 1940s

At the end of the nineteenth century, the population in the Caribbean grew 
rapidly, increasing the poverty for large groups within it. After the aboli-
tion of slavery in 1834, living conditions for these groups had not remark-
ably improved, and so by century’s end, they lived in abhorrent poverty. 
In this period, the labor movement and the fi rst small nationalist circles 
emerged, but they met with little success. Economic problems forced many 
Caribbeans to leave their country in hopes of fi nding work elsewhere, and 
so the industrial growth of the northern cities in the U.S. attracted many of 
them. Between 1900 and 1930, the fi rst of three big waves of Caribbean 
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migrants reached U.S. shores.6 About 40,000 of them settled in New York, 
with Harlem the most popular destination.7 For Caribbean intellectuals, 
Harlem provided a lively and intellectually inspiring environment. Philip 
Kasinitz emphasized that for authors, orators, journalists, and poets like 
Claude McKay, Eric Walrond, Cyril Briggs, Frank Crosswaith, Hubert 
Harrison, and Richard B. Moore, and for black nationalist leaders like 
Marcus Garvey, “nothing could have been further from their intentions 
than self-seclusion in West Indian enclaves; it was precisely Harlem’s di-
versity and excitement that had attracted them.”8 

By 1930, Caribbeans made up about 25 percent of Harlem’s popula-
tion.9 Their impact was so remarkable that Franklin D. Roosevelt called 
Harlem the “Capital of the Caribbean.”10 However, the Afro-Caribbean 
migrants quickly realized that coming to the United States did not present 
them with the opportunities they had expected, but rather meant coming 
to “Black America”—with all the barriers to social and economic integra-
tion that entailed.11 Many of them immediately faced open racist discrimi-
nation, which limited their social and fi nancial opportunities, causing 
frustration and disappointment.

Compared with African Americans in the economic sector, Caribbean 
immigrants were more often self-employed and owned a higher percentage 
of small businesses in relation to the overall number of black enterprises. 
This was partly due to their better education and training and their experi-
ences in skilled trades. Accordingly, many tried to open up businesses when 
they came to the U.S., for example, importing and retailing Caribbean goods 
necessary for their growing Caribbean community or offering their trained 
skills.12 Furthermore, they had also not internalized feelings of racial inferi-
ority to the same degree as African Americans, because racial identities and 
stereotypes in their home countries were quite different.13 

Caribbean immigrants responded to the discrimination they encoun-
tered in the U.S. in a variety of ways. Some immigrants attempted to em-
phasize their West Indian heritage and separate themselves from African 
Americans while many of them maintained a strong ethnic, or, more pre-
cisely, national, island identity, and planned to eventually return to their 
home country. Despite the racist discrimination along the “one-drop rule” 
in the U.S., employers sometimes favored West Indian immigrants, whom 
they stereotyped as hard-working and ambitious. Accordingly, some Ca-
ribbeans exploited this perceived distinctiveness to their economic 
advantage,14 contributing to the sometimes hostile sentiments between 
Caribbeans and African Americans. Nevertheless, a good number of them 
identifi ed with African Americans and joined their fi ght against racism 
and discrimination—especially in the big cities in the North. The most popular 
example for such solidarity was the Jamaican immigrant Marcus Garvey, 
who inspired the fi rst and biggest international black mass movement, the 
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Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). The organization 
encouraged black people everywhere in the world to be proud of their 
African heritage. Pride in “black” skin, self-confi dence, a stronger emphasis 
on the importance of black self-help, and Black Nationalism instead of 
assimilationist attitudes had become popular in the African-American 
struggle for equal rights and prepared the ground for the radical Black 
Power movement in the late 1960s.15

Indeed, Caribbean immigrants were overrepresented in the group of 
black radicals in Harlem’s emerging cultural and political scene.16 They 
were often key players in the most radical groups and were “especially 
active contributors to the black press and to a number of left-leaning white 
publications.”17 While Caribbean intellectuals publicly often refl ected on 
race issues, many of the fi rst-wave Caribbean immigrants still expressed 
their ethnic culture in private, often “mediating between racial and ethnic 
identities.”18 Some of them emphasized a more “anti-colonial/imperialist 
and international outlook” and “interracial class and colorism issues” 
than was generally articulated in the black press.19 Both topics were main 
themes in the writings of Domingo.

Many intellectual Caribbean immigrants had become involved in rad-
ical politics before they came to the United States. They had participated 
in the formation of trade unions and small nationalist circles in the early 
decades of the century, and the black majority living under colonial rule 
slowly grew in confi dence. The “American brand of race prejudice,”20 as 
Domingo called it, ran counter to their experience of a racism based on 
differentiation of skin color in the Caribbean. This type of racism privi-
leged “light-skinned” persons, who therefore often belonged to the mid-
dle class. This encounter spurred the Caribbean immigrants to action even 
more, leading to the radical mixture of race and class positions they took 
up. The different experiences with racism and marginalization in the U.S. 
and in the Caribbean provided a foundation for reciprocal infl uences in 
the American civil rights movement and the Caribbean anti-colonial 
movement. Thus, migration was one of the most important catalysts for 
the intertwined histories of black people in the Atlantic region, what Paul 
Gilroy calls the “Black Atlantic.”21 

The circumstance of being Caribbean and experiencing racial discrim-
ination in the U.S. led many individuals to become involved in both the 
U.S. civil rights movement and Caribbean politics, and particularly the 
Jamaican decolonization movement. Domingo was one of them, but he, 
like many others, kept these roles distinct.22 Kasinitz describes Domingo’s 
roles in these two spheres as follows:

[Domingo] was a vocal advocate of black rights when working in 
the American political context and a leading advocate of Jamaican 
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independence in the Caribbean context. But he was never an ad-
vocate of the interests of Jamaicans in the United States, because 
here it was racial identity that was politically relevant. Caribbean 
New Yorkers of the 1920s and 1930s might have been immigrants 
in a city of immigrants, but it was race that structured their life 
chances. Being black determined where they lived and could not 
live, where they could and could not go to school, what type of job 
they could get and the way they were treated by Americans of all 
colors.23

Despite this formal separation, in Domingo’s mind the problems of Afri-
can Americans and the situation of black people in his homeland were 
very much intertwined, which led to his participation in both spheres. 
Nevertheless, Kasinitz’s observation of the emphasis on race instead of 
ethnic or national identities in the public is correct and may help explain 
why many Caribbean radicals during the time of the “Harlem Renais-
sance” were often “invisible”24 as Caribbeans, and, therefore, neglected by 
scholars. Only in recent decades have scholars paid more attention to the 
disproportional infl uence of Caribbean immigrants in the radical scene of 
African Americans in the fi rst third of the twentieth century.25

Wilfred A. Domingo

The philosophy of Wilfred A. Domingo, Harlem Renaissance activist and 
one of the founding members of the JPL, amalgamated “seemingly 
incompatible”26 internationalist positions on black liberation and social-
ism with Jamaican nationalism. A presentation of Domingo’s basic as-
sumptions will make clear that these concepts were, in fact, compatible, 
which helps us to gain a fuller understanding of the ideas and infl uences 
that led to the formation of Jamaica’s movement for independence.

Domingo was one of the most infl uential personalities in the circles of 
African-American and African-Caribbean activists in Harlem in the fi rst 
third of the twentieth century. He helped organize the fi rst Jamaican im-
migrant society, the Jamaica Benevolent Association, in 1917, and he was 
also one of the most active members of the Jamaica Progressive League: he 
contributed numerous articles to the Jamaican press advocating self-
government for the island and helped to shape the fi rst political party in 
Jamaica that agitated for complete self-government, the People’s National 
Party (PNP). Additionally, he was centrally involved in efforts to infl uence 
American and British foreign policy: he co-founded the West Indies Na-
tional Council, which issued the “Declaration of Rights of the Caribbean 
Peoples to Self-Determination and Self-Government” pre sented at a meet-
ing of the nations of the Western hemisphere to determine a strategy 
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after the German victories in Europe, the Havana Conference in July 
1940.27 

To better understand Domingo’s complex thinking, we need to look 
more closely at certain features of his life and political activities. Domingo 
was born in Jamaica. There, he fi rst got involved in politics as the fi rst 
secretary of the National Club, an organization founded by S. A. G. Cox in 
March 1909 that promoted greater self-government in Jamaica.28 In this 
role, Domingo cooperated with Marcus Garvey, whom he had known 
since childhood. After Garvey arrived in the U.S., and specifi cally New 
York City in 1910, Domingo started to work as an editor for Garvey’s in-
fl uential magazine, Negro World. In July 1919, he broke with Garvey be-
cause of disagreements over the socialist views Domingo promoted in his 
editorials. In fact, Domingo worked for an exceptionally wide range of 
leftist radical political organizations and wrote for several newspapers 
and magazines that were inaugurated during this period.29 

Socialist ideas were quite popular among many Caribbean intellectu-
als, in part, because they could explain different forms of economic and 
political oppression of black people all over the world. It is crucial to un-
derstand this relationship between anti-racism and anti-capitalism in 
order to fully recognize the ideas and philosophies of many black 
intellectuals in this period. A fi gure like Domingo helps us, therefore, to 
comprehend how seemingly contradictory concepts like black radicalism 
and socialism, or nationalism and internationalism, merged together into 
one powerful approach to analyzing and interpreting the world.

In Harlem, he had established close ties with other activists of the 
“New Negro” movement, many of them from the Caribbean, like Cyril 
Briggs, Hubert Huiswoud, and Richard B. Moore, who were also jour-
nalists and activists of the Socialist Party (SPA). In 1920, he joined 
forces with these three in particular to form a radical underground or-
ganization, the African Blood Brotherhood, which combined racial and 
socialist perspectives. Domingo’s analytical skills, his dedication to po-
litical theory, and his persuasive writing style placed him “at the center 
of radical thinking among Caribbean immigrants settling in Harlem”30 
and made him the “theoretician”31 of this group of socialist Caribbean 
thinkers. Additionally, Domingo was active in many diverse Harlem 
movements like the Independent Political Council led by A. Philip 
Randolph and Chandler Owen (he was also a contributing editor to 
their socialist magazine, The Messenger, between 1919 and 1923), the 
Rand School of Social Science, an institution formed by the SPA in New 
York in 1906 that aimed to provide a broad education to workers and to 
promote class-consciousness and political awareness, the People’s Ed-
ucational Forum, a platform where Harlem’s radicals organized lec-
tures and discussions, and the Twenty-First Assembly District Socialist 
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Club, an association of radicals founded in 1917 to coordinate the may-
oral campaign of the Harlemite Morris Hillquit.32

For Domingo, capitalism, racism, and colonialism were connected 
modes of ruling the world. He referred to the parallel situation of work-
ers throughout the world insisting that “[employers’] interests are op-
posed to those of their employees. And color or race make no difference.”33 
He concluded that African Americans fail to understand the transna-
tional character of oppression and urged them to join the fi ght of the 
working class against capitalist exploitation. But he soon realized that 
the SPA did not care too much about the situation of African Americans, 
and he regretted that the party made no serious attempt “to make the 
Negroes class conscious.” Domingo considered this to be “the greatest 
potential menace to the establishment of socialism in America.”34 Finally, 
he withdrew from the party, yet Domingo “remained convinced that 
Black liberation was a question of class struggle, class consciousness, and 
economical radicalism.”35

In March 1920, he established his own weekly magazine, the Emanci-
pator, to advocate the idea of uniting race and class consciousness. He ad-
vertised it as a platform with a clear international outlook that aimed to 
provide “a scientifi c chart and compass“ for blacks “in relation to national 
and international social, and political movements.”36 Many activists he 
had worked with like Moore, Briggs, Randolph, and Owen were appointed 
to be contributing editors, but the magazine only existed for a couple of 
months. In the 1930s, he continued to be involved in African-American 
political struggles, but he renewed his interest in Jamaican nationalism 
and became one of the most important fi gures in the movement for Jamai-
can self-government because he was convinced that Jamaica must be inde-
pendent in order to abolish racial discrimination and thus better the living 
conditions of the majority of the people. Domingo asserted that “self-
government would reduce the strength of the forces opposed to measures 
that can appreciably benefi t the masses, by leaving the workers confronted 
only by their local capitalists and not by the entire British Empire … .”37 

The organization in which Domingo acted upon his anti-colonial and na-
tionalistic convictions was the Jamaica Progressive League.

The Jamaica Progressive League and Its Role in the 
Decolonization of Jamaica

The JPL was founded in New York by the Jamaican immigrants Walter 
Adolphe Roberts (president), Wilfred A. Domingo (fi rst vice-president), 
and Ethelred Brown (secretary) on September 1, 1936. Its declaration, 
which was published in early 1937, outlined its main purpose:
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Firmly believing that any people that has seen its generations come 
and go on the same soil for centuries is, in fact, a nation, the Jamaica 
Progressive League pledges itself to work for the attainment of self-
government for Jamaica, so that the country may take its rightful 
place as a member of the British Commonwealth of Nations.38

The founders had been inspired by countries such as Ireland that had 
gained independence after a long struggle. At one meeting in Harlem on 
November 7, the JPL invited Eileen Curran, an Irish actress active in the 
political milieu of the Irish Progressive League, to talk about the Irish 
movement for independence.39

The JPL would soon play a leading role in the process of decoloniza-
tion in Jamaica, with the Caribbean infl uence in the African-American 
community of New York fueling this process. Historian Jason Parker has 
convincingly demonstrated how the radical movement that evolved in 
the African-American and Caribbean community infl uenced American 
foreign policy in World War II, particularly policies regarding Great 
Britain and the Caribbean region. This infl uence, which he calls the 
“Harlem Nexus,” set the stage for the fi rst steps of the decolonization of the 
British colonies in the Caribbean. The JPL was an important part of this 
“crossroads of African-diasporan and transnational-diplomatic history.”40 

The pamphlet Onward Jamaica!, published after the JPL’s founding in 
New York, outlined the organization’s essential principles and basic aims. 
The fi rst goal was “Universal suffrage in Jamaica and the removal of prop-
erty qualifi cations for candidates for public offi ce,” and the second, the 
“right of labour unions to function legally.”41 Thus, the JPL sought to im-
prove the living conditions of the masses in Jamaica, to give them a voice, 
and to prepare the population for the challenge of fi ghting for their right 
to self-governance. They encouraged the Jamaican people to “study the 
economic and social problems of the island and press for necessary re-
forms,” to engage in the “study of the history, geography and literature of 
Jamaica, and to give aid to all forms of artistic expression by the people.”42 
In the economic sector, the JPL supported the need to “foster inter-
Caribbean trade and commerce, and all other relations which tend to 
bring about a closer union of the British West Indian countries.”43

Another basic principle was fostering cooperation between Jamaicans 
and expatriate Jamaicans. Thus, the JPL aimed at stimulating “among 
Jamaicans in the United States and other foreign countries a keen interest 
in home affairs.”44 The JPL planned to form branches in other U.S. cities 
and everywhere that large numbers of Jamaicans lived, including London. 
But the most important step was to form offi ces in Jamaica in order to 
plant the seed for self-government in the country itself, circulate pam-
phlets, and exchange news quickly.45
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This would happen very soon: Jamaican Walter G. McFarlane founded 
the fi rst offi ce in Jamaica in the capital city of Kingston, prompted by read-
ing about the fi rst anniversary meeting of the JPL in New York in a Jamaican 
newspaper in 1937. In his pamphlet, The Birth of Self-Government for Jamaica,46 
he described his thoughts in reaction to this article. Having lived in the U.S. 
for thirteen years, where he had studied architecture and political science, 
he was immediately drawn to the idea of founding a branch in Jamaica. He 
felt that Jamaica should be an independent nation and have the fi nal say 
over its own politics and economics to improve the living conditions of the 
majority of Jamaicans. Moreover, McFarlane had not been satisfi ed by the 
work of some small political groups acting in Jamaica because he felt that 
there had been no independent Jamaican political culture. None of the exist-
ing groups articulated the aim of self-government and independence, and 
some “were trying to be more English than the English-born.”47

McFarlane decided to write a letter to the president of the JPL and ask 
for permission to found a branch of the JPL in Kingston. As this goal ac-
corded perfectly with the New York JPL’s plan to open a branch in Ja-
maica itself, the board of directors agreed, and they worked out the 
particulars. In Jamaica, McFarlane tried to organize a founding meeting 
for the JPL branch in Kingston. Several obstacles hampered McFarlane’s 
efforts, representing Jamaicans’ deeply rooted skepticism towards the 
idea of self-government. After problems with fi nding a meeting hall, a 
small number of people eventually met on November 27, 1937, but they 
were unable to pass a resolution to implement the JPL offi cially because 
opponents disturbed the meeting.48 After this incident, McFarlane and six 
others met in private and launched the JPL, “giving birth to the National 
Self Government Movement in Jamaica and indeed in the British Carib-
bean and other British colonies in Africa.”49 Although McFarlane’s words 
here might be exaggerated, they point to Jamaica’s leading role in the 
decolonization of the Caribbean part of the British Empire. They also em-
phasize the crucial role Caribbean migrants in New York and especially 
the JPL played in it. 

Not only had the Jamaican migrants who formed the JPL been the fi rst 
group to organize around the demand for full self-government, they were 
also crucial to a broader introduction and approval of that idea in Jamaica. 
JPL president Roberts played a prominent role in this process. After arriv-
ing in Kingston in December 1937, he greatly helped popularize the idea 
of self-government by addressing a variety of organizations. As the main 
speaker at the fi rst public meeting of the JPL, he facilitated “a brilliant 
push-off” for the League in Kingston. As a local newspaper reported, “The 
large and enthusiastic audience at the Metropolitan Hall showed much 
appreciation for the inauguration of the Association, and the address 
given by Mr. Roberts, and other speakers.”50 
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In Jamaica, the founding of the JPL signaled the start of a noteworthy 
nationalist and anti-colonial movement. The JPL in New York published 
four pamphlets that were widely distributed in Jamaica to outline and 
promote its aims and purpose.51 One of these pamphlets—“Injustices in 
the Civil Service of Jamaica” by Ethelred Brown, a reprint of an address he 
had delivered at the fi rst mass meeting of the JPL in New York on October 
11, 1936—had immediate effects in Jamaican politics. Primarily, he called 
for the Civil Service in Jamaica to employ Jamaicans and not Englishmen 
and immediately return to competitive examination as the means of en-
trance into the Civil Service. C. A. Reid, a member of the JPL, then pre-
sented these demands to the Legislative Council. Brown later recapitulated 
the outcome: “Sir Leslie Probyn, then governor of the island, warmly ap-
proved the resolution from his seat as chairman of the Council, with the 
result that it was unanimously passed. This is an achievement of which 
the League is justifi ably proud.”52 

The founding of the JPL in Kingston coincided with a growing discon-
tent in large parts of Jamaica’s working class. Unemployment rates were 
high, wages low, and the majority of Jamaicans suffered tremendously 
under these conditions. In May 1938, riots broke out on a sugar plantation 
in Frome, which quickly spread to other estates and fi nally reached the 
capital, where a large number of workers initiated strikes. British troops 
were called in and violently put down the unrest. The JPL took an active 
part by providing food to striking workers. Afterward, the JPL employed 
a lawyer, E. R. D. Evans, barrister and JPL-member, to represent the work-
ers who had been charged for their actions, fi nanced by the JPL’s New 
York branch. The JPL’s actions and relative success in the trial popularized 
the movement, swelling its membership rosters.

Authorities in Great Britain observed the incidents in Jamaica and 
other colonies in the Caribbean with anxiety. They were concerned about 
stability in a country where the majority of the population were descen-
dants of slaves and still lived under white dominion in a society divided 
along racial lines. They reacted to the disturbances by appointing the West 
Indies Royal Commission, a 12-man committee chaired by Lord Moyne, to 
travel to Jamaica and other islands and investigate conditions.

The JPL responded to this new development by organizing a commit-
tee consisting of various groups representing the interests of Jamaica’s 
majority, the Jamaica Deputation Committee,53 for the purpose of present-
ing material and advice to the Royal Commission. When the governor 
passed a resolution requiring all memoranda to the Commission to fi rst be 
sent to him, the JPL successfully blocked its implementation. This decision 
would have limited the candidness of the delivered papers. In addition to 
the memorandum prepared by the Deputation Committee, the JPL in New 
York produced its own memorandum and sent Brown to Jamaica to pres-
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ent it to the Royal Commission personally. Lord Moyne refused to meet 
Brown but accepted the memorandum. The memorandum of the JPL in 
New York demanded better wages for agricultural workers, land settle-
ment programs for the poor, better and affordable medical treatment for 
the population, lower taxes on small incomes, the founding of public 
schools, and prison reform.54

The actions of the JPL contributed to the heightened political aware-
ness during this period in Jamaica that ultimately led to the founding of 
the PNP. McFarlane underscored the JPL’s impact in the process of found-
ing this party, of which Norman W. Manley became president. The JPL 
and other groups gathered and decided that Jamaica needed a political 
party in order to change the political and social conditions in the country. 
They formed a number of planning committees as well as a steering com-
mittee. McFarlane himself had been member of the steering committee 
and was also elected to three of the other planning committees, which 
worked out a constitution and program to launch the party.55 

The JPL’s main effort was to include its political positions, especially 
to campaign for immediate self-government, in this program. Many of the 
other party members strongly opposed this position, advocating instead 
representative government and a constitution like the one Jamaica had 
had before it became a crown colony in 1866. McFarlane described feeling 
like “the lone voice in a wilderness on this issue,”56 and calling for help 
from New York. Roberts and Domingo immediately came to Jamaica to 
attend the inaugural meeting of the new party. Together with McFarlane, 
they started talking directly to individual members of the Planning Com-
mittees, trying to convince them that self-government would be the only 
solution for Jamaica. They were successful: after a lively discussion and 
vote at the fi rst party conference on April 12, 1939, the new party adopted 
the proposal for complete self-government and universal adult suffrage, 
defeating the proposal of the group supporting Manley for representative 
government.57

In order to guarantee that the newly formed PNP would carry the 
issue of self-government further, even against the wishes of some infl u-
ential groups within the party, the Kingston JPL decided to affi liate with 
the PNP. Nevertheless, it remained independent and kept on infl uencing 
the public with pamphlets and various articles, especially in the newly 
founded Public Opinion, which Domingo used extensively as a platform 
to popularize the demand for the political independence of Jamaica. The 
League achieved the concession that at least two members of the JPL had 
to attend every party meeting and that a written report must be sent to 
the JPL on every public issue discussed. In addition, many JPL members 
became direct members of the PNP. McFarlane became a member as well 
and was an elected member of the General Council from 1939 to 1947, 
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when he decided to forgo any further leading executive role in the 
party. 

The relationship between the PNP and the JPL in New York was very 
close. The JPL was very active in raising money, and, especially in the 
early years, it provided the main fi nancial means for the party. Its mem-
bers advised the party and nearly acted as an overseas branch of the PNP. 
Through their actions in New York and in Jamaica, they became lead-
ing forces in the decolonization process. Thus, the “African American-
West Indian ‘Harlem Nexus’” became very important for U.S. foreign 
policy and the decolonization of the British Empire.58

The background for this infl uence was the labor rebellions in many 
Caribbean islands in the middle of the 1930s and the subsequent activities 
of New York’s Carribbian community. The British and U.S. governments 
felt threatened by these events: Great Britain feared the challenge to its 
imperial rule in the region, and the U.S. feared race riots because of the 
coalescence of West Indian and African-American radicalism in Harlem. 
In 1940, another incident put the Caribbean on display. After the fall of the 
Netherlands and parts of France to Nazi Germany, both Great Britain and 
the United States worried that the Caribbean islands of the Netherlands 
and France might be used as bases by German troops.59 Because Great 
Britain had to cope with great war losses, Winston Churchill and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt agreed to the “Bases-for-Destroyers Deal,” which allowed 
American warships to be traded for British bases in the Western hemi-
sphere, including Caribbean bases. This deal has often been interpreted as 
a signal for the contraction of the British Empire and the expansion of the 
new American superpower.60 Quite overlooked, however, is the fact that 
this power confi guration made the Caribbean freedom movements possi-
ble as the Caribbean nations strove to achieve independence from both 
British and American rule.61

As Western nations planned the Havana Conference for July 1940, the 
JPL and other organizations formed a West Indies National Emergency 
Council (WINEC) led by Domingo, Charles Petioni, and Richard B. Moore 
in order to lobby for West Indian self-government and prepared a declara-
tion to present this aim to the conference. Domingo later claimed that this 
“Declaration of Rights of the Caribbean Peoples to Self-Determination and 
Self-Government,”62 which WINEC-delegate Hope Stevens had presented 
to the hemispheric meeting in Havana, had strongly infl uenced the Ha-
vana Declaration. This declaration, he claimed, constituted “a substantial 
political gain for the colored race in the Western world. This fact and its 
logical consequences, the possibility of creating new black nations in the 
Caribbean, should be of the highest signifi cance of American Negroes.”63 
After the Havana conference, the WINEC changed its name to West 
Indies National Council (WINC), and Domingo tried to broaden its 
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membership and shape it into a uniting force of all the progressive leagues 
that had been formed in New York on the model of the JPL for many 
Caribbean islands.64

PNP leader Manley, who had been impressed by Domingo’s personal-
ity and his compelling persuasive power since meeting him during the 
inaugural phase of the party, invited him to take an active role in the PNP 
in 1940. Domingo accepted and agreed to return to Jamaica to work full-
time for the PNP in 1941, but he was unable to begin this work: he was 
arrested on the ship before arriving and immediately sent to prison for 
twenty months.65 The governor charged him with promoting and foster-
ing “anti-British,” “anti-American,” and “defeatist sentiments,”66 even 
though Domingo encouraged his readers and listeners to support Britain 
in its fi ght against fascism in Europe. Domingo’s detention instigated mas-
sive protests in Jamaica as well as New York. Manley unsuccessfully tried 
to convince the colonial government of Domingo’s sincerity by launching 
a pamphlet entitled The Case of Domingo67 to defend his actions and outline 
the unfair accusations against him. Later, recalling the event, Manley high-
lighted its importance for the policies of the PNP: “This single act 
[Domingo’s imprisonment] more than anything else set the party on a line 
of fi nal opposition to Government and its ways.”68 After Domingo’s 
release, the United States refused to allow him to return. He worked in 
the PNP for several years before he was fi nally allowed to go back to the 
U.S. in 1947. 

* * *
Migration is a salient factor in the globalized world. Studying its his-

torical impact is a crucial task, indispensable to understanding modern 
societies. Seeing how migrants have connected and identifi ed with their 
new country while at the same time maintaining strong ties with their 
country of origin, thus developing new forms of allegiance, allows us also 
to perceive the ways they have shaped the future of both their new and 
old country. 

This study of the emergence of the transnational JPL in the context of 
the Harlem Renaissance in New York and the start of the decolonization 
movement in Jamaica illustrates that the African-American and African-
Caribbean movements were not only linked but highly interrelated. A 
group of Jamaicans who left the colony of their birth developed a concept 
of nationalism, built the JPL, a transnational organization with bases in 
the U.S. and Jamaica, worked to decolonize their homeland, and helped 
to establish self-government. The JPL had a signifi cant infl uence on the 
establishment of the movement for self-government and was actively 
involved in shaping the emerging political system in Jamaica. Although it 
may seem remarkable that these ideas evolved “in exile,” it is not unusual 
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for anti-colonial, nationalist movements to emerge in this way. More note-
worthy is the direct infl uence of African-American civil rights struggles 
and the international socialist movement, which promoted the right of all 
people to self-determination.

During World War II, with the power shift from Great Britain to the 
new world superpower, the United States, and increasing U.S. interest in 
the Caribbean, these connections became especially important. In this spe-
cial power constellation—with racism in the U.S. as a backdrop—the Ca-
ribbean migrant community in Harlem was able to infl uence the foreign 
policy of both the United States and Great Britain. The activities of the JPL 
marked important steps towards the self-government of the British colo-
nies in the Caribbean. 

By tracing the history of the JPL and the political infl uence of Do-
mingo, we can clearly see the importance of individual actions in transna-
tional historical developments. Domingo’s dual role connected his own 
anti-racist position (in Jamaica and in the U.S.) with staunch socialist and 
anti-capitalist ones, which reinforced the former, helping him to see the 
different shades of race discrimination in the U.S. and in the Caribbean as 
two sides of the same coin. The juxtaposition of these theoretical view-
points led him to adopt anti-colonial and nationalist positions and engage 
in Jamaica’s struggle for independence. His role in the evolution of Jamai-
can nationalism and his activities within the transnational JPL were not 
contradictions of his internationalist and socialist convictions but were 
rather consistent with them. 

Notes

1 Wilfred A. Domingo, “Gift of the Black Tropics,” in Look For Me All Around You: Anglophone 
Caribbean Immigrants in the Harlem Renaissance, ed. Louis J. Parascandola (Detroit, 2005), 
175–83, 181f.
2 See the Report of the OAH 2000, “The La Pietra Report: A Report to the Profession“ (online: 
www.oah.org/activities/lapietra/index.html (3 September 2008); Shelley Fisher Fishkin, 
“Crossroads of Cultures: The Transnational Turn in American Studies,” Presidential Address 
to the American Studies Association, November 12, 2004, American Quarterly 57 (2005): 
17–57.
3 See Tom Bender, ed., Rethinking American History in a Global Age (Berkeley, 2002). 
4 Juan Marcial Floyd-Thomas, “Creating a Temple and a Forum: Religion, Culture, and Politics 
in the Harlem Unitarian Church, 1920–1956” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2000).
5 See Joyce Moore Turner, Caribbean Crusaders and the Harlem Renaissance (Chicago, 2005), 25.
6 See Philip Kasinitz, Caribbean New York: Black Immigrants and the Politics of Race (Ithaca, 
1992), 23–32. 
7 Philip Kasinitz and Milton Vickerman, “West Indian/Caribbeans,” in A Nation of Peoples, ed. 
Elliott Robert Barkan (Westport, CO, 1999), 520–41, 524.



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     95

8 Kasinitz, Caribbean New York, 42–43.
9 Winston James, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth-
Century America (London, 1998), 12.
10 Jason Parker, “‘Capital of the Caribbean’: The African American-West Indian ‘Harlem 
Nexus’ and the Transnational Drive for Black Freedom, 1940–1948,” Journal of African Ameri-
can History 89 (2004): 98–117, 105. 
11 See Kasinitz,Vickerman, “West Indian/Caribbeans,” 527.
12 See Irma Watkins-Owens, Blood Relations: Caribbean Immigrants and the Harlem Community, 
1900–1930 (Bloomington, 1996). This was also true for Domingo, who had worked for his 
uncle’s Caribbean import business since he had arrived in the United States and later estab-
lished his own import business. 
13 Ibid., 127.
14 See Kasinitz, Caribbean New York, 35. Kasinitz differentiates between “sojourners” and “set-
tlers,” but it seems that these categories are quite interchangeable.
15 In 1920, the UNIA had about one million members and countless sympathizers in thirty-
eight countries. See Norbert Finzsch, James O. Horton, Lois E. Horton, Von Benin nach Balti-
more. Die Geschichte der African Americans (Hamburg, 1999), 389f. For a good introduction to 
Garvey, see Robert A. Hill, The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association 
Papers, vol. 1 (Berkeley, 1983), xxxv–xciv.
16 See James, Holding Aloft the Banner, 6.
17 Watkins-Owens, Blood Relations, 149.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Domingo, “Gift of the Black Tropics,” 176.
21 See Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA, 1993).
22 Kasinitz, Caribbean New York, 8.
23 Ibid. 
24 Roy Simon Bryce-Laorte: “Black Immigrants: The Experience of Invisibility and Inequal-
ity,” Journal of Black Studies 3 (1972): 29–56.
25 See James, Holding Aloft the Banner; Turner, Caribbean Crusaders; Mars, Caribbean Infl uences, 
565–83.
26 James, Holding Aloft the Banner, 126.
27 The West Indies National Emergency Council (WINEC, later renamed WINC) was a joint effort 
of Domingo, Richard B. Moore and Charles Petioni in order to “lobby for West Indian interests, 
including self-government” during the crisis of World War II and in regard to the new US interest 
in the Caribbean region. For more details, see Parker, “Capital of the Caribbean,” 103; see also W. 
Adolphe Roberts, “The Act of Havana,” Jamaican Historical Review 3, no. 2 (1959): 66–69.
28 Richard Hart, “Jamaica and Self-Determination, 1660–1970,” Race and Class 13 (1972): 
271–79, 282f.
29 See Turner, Caribbean Crusaders, 34–35. 
30 Ibid.
31 Wilfred David Samuels, Five Afro-Caribbean Voices in American Cultures, 1917–1929: Hubert H. Har-
rison, Wilfred A. Domingo, Richard B. Moore, Cyril V. Briggs, and Claude McKay (Boulder, 1977), 79.
32 For biographical information on Domingo, see Hill, Marcus Garvey and UNIA Papers, vol. 1, 
527–31; see also Turner, Caribbean Crusaders, 34f.



96     GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)

33 Wilfred A. Domingo, “A New Negro and a New Day,” in Look for Me, ed. Parascandola, 
170–72, 172.
34 Wilfred A. Domingo, “Socialism Imperilled, or the Negro—A Potential Menace to Ameri-
can Radicalism,” in Look for Me, ed. Parascandola, 174–75, 174.
35 Davis, Five Afro-Caribbean Voices, 88.
36 Wilfred A. Domingo, Emancipator, March 13, 1920, 2; cited in Davis, Five Afro-Caribbean 
Voices, 86. 
37 Wilfred A. Domingo, “Nationalism and the Masses,” Public Opinion, March 5, 1938, 13.
38 Jamaica Progressive League of New York (JPL NY), Onward Jamaica! (New York, 1937), 3. 
39 This interesting connection supports the presumption that the JPL was very much inspired 
by the Irish Progressive League and chose their name in reference to this organization, which 
had been founded in 1917. The link between the two movements became clear during the 
Young Scholars Forum 2007. See Ely Janis’s article in this volume and the leafl et for the 
meeting with Eileen Curran in Jamaica Progressive League, MS 234, National Library of 
Jamaica.
40 Parker, “‘Capital of the Caribbean,’” 99.
41 JPL NY, Onward Jamaica!, 3.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 See JPL NY, Onward Jamaica!, 4.
46 Walter G. McFarlane, The Birth of Self-Government for Jamaica and the Jamaica Progressive 
League 1937–1944, n.d. 
47 Ibid., 10.
48 Ibid., 11.
49 Ibid., 12.
50 The Daily Gleaner, Kingston, December 22, 1937, 23. 
51 JPL NY, Onward Jamaica!; Ethelred Brown, Injustices in the Civil Service of Jamaica (New York, 
1937); Jaime O’Meally, Why We Demand Self-Government (New York, 1938); W. Adolphe Rob-
erts, Self-Government for Jamaica, n.d. These pamphlets can be found in the Manuscript Col-
lection of the National Library of Jamaica, Kingston (MS 234).
52 “The Jamaica Progressive League of New York,” in The Ambassador 2.2 (1952), Box 4, Folder 
Jamaica Progressive League, Egbert Ethelred Brown Papers, Schomburg Center for Research 
in Black Culture, New York Public Library, New York (EEBP).
53 The committee consisted of the JPL, PNP, Federation of Citizens Associations, Jamaica 
Teachers’ Association, and the Women’s Liberal Club.
54 “Supplementary Memorandum of the Jamaica Deputation Committee under the Auspices 
of the Jamaica Progressive League presented to the West Indies Royal Commission 1938,” 
Box 4, Folder Jamaica Progressive League, EEBP.
55 McFarlane, Birth of Self-Government, 23.
56 Ibid., 24.
57 Ibid.
58 Parker stressed this point in “‘Capital of the Caribbean,’” 98f. 
59 See Uwe Lübken, Bedrohliche Nähe: Die USA und die nationalsozialistische Herausforderung in 
Lateinamerika (Stuttgart, 2004), 163–66.



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     97

60 Jason Parker has convincingly presented and argued this point in “‘Capital of the Carib-
bean,’” 98. 
61 West Indians also feared that the United States might taken possession of the region and 
worried about implementing their racism. For example, Domingo insisted that Dominion 
status would best serve West Indian and American interests and make possible the maxi-
mum self-determination for the Caribbean. See Wilfred A. Domingo, “Anglo-American In-
terests: How They Affect the Caribbean Islands,” The African (October 1944): 5, 16. 
62 Declaration of Rights of the Caribbean Peoples to Self-Determination and Self-Government, MS 
353, Box 9, Walter Adolphe Roberts Papers, National Library of Jamaica, Kingston.
63 Domingo to Walter White (NAACP), 6 November 1940, qtd. in Parker, “‘Capital of the 
Caribbean,’” 103.
64 See Parker, “‘Capital of the Caribbean,’” 104.
65 See PNP-Pamphlet, The Case of Domingo (Kingston, n.d.).
66 Ibid., 1.
67 PNP-Pamphlet, The Case of Domingo.
68 Norman Manley to the British journalist Harold Stannard, qtd. in Philip Sherlock, Norman 
Manley: A Biography (London, 1980), 113.



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     99

W. E. B. DU BOIS, NAZI GERMANY, AND THE 
BLACK ATLANTIC

Christina Oppel

Transnationalism has become a buzzword in American Studies. When the 
American historian Robert Gross proclaimed a “transnational turn” at the 
conference of the British Association for American Studies in Denmark in 
1999, the transnational had already become an established category in 
American academia.1 Although the turn reached Germany with great 
delay,2 there, too, transnationalism has now led to new interdisciplinary 
approaches.3

Transnational approaches expand the focus of historical studies be-
yond the nation-state and use comparative and interdisciplinary analyses 
to explore processes of transfer, mutual infl uence, exchange, and interpen-
etration. They have not only shifted perspectives but have also opened up 
nation-focused historical master narratives. That is, transnationalism in-
cludes alternative and minority perspectives that were formerly marginal-
ized, yet it is not restricted to them.

While political scientists, sociologists, and historians critical of exclu-
sively nation-centered narratives have lauded the mythical and cataclys-
mic “turn” to the transnational, others, most notably traditionalist German 
and American historians, have been skeptical. These skeptics claim that 
concepts like transnationalism and diaspora subvert and irrevocably re-
place what they believe to be fi xed categories like “the national” with fl uid 
concepts. Moreover, they suggest that the “transnational” is short-sightedly 
applied to vague, global contexts within which it is understood as a conse-
quence of the allegedly all-encompassing process of globalization. They 
denounce the uncritical acceptance of transnational paradigms wherein 
former patterns of thought are hastily abandoned, the new paradigm is 
proclaimed to be transformative, and its institutional, methodological, and 
conceptual meanings are confl ated without clear defi nition.4 

One way to avoid a blurring of meaning and the mere “uncritical 
mimicking” of fashionable epistemologies is to take the different perspec-
tives, needs, and interests of specifi c fi elds of research as starting points 
for future transnational agendas.5 We need self-refl ective investigations 
that strive to contextualize their subjects without falling prey to essential-
ization. Furthermore, we need to be careful to historicize the transnational 
accurately. Both advocates and skeptics of the transnational are mostly 
unaware of the contribution of minority perspectives, and, particularly 
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Black intellectual thought, to its evolution. For, unlike what some advo-
cates of the transnational pretend, the alleged “turn” to the transnational 
did not simply “drop from the sky.”6 Rather, Black intellectuals of the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century as well as scholars of postcolonial and 
diaspora studies continually made theoretical and methodological ad-
vances that led to this development. Their advances not only have to be 
given due credit but should be considered for their potential value in in-
terdisciplinary transnational studies. However, transnational concepts 
from the area of postcolonial and diaspora studies should be read criti-
cally to determine their historical accuracy and to counter their essential-
izing tendencies.

In this essay, I aim to analyze early and mid-twentieth-century Afri-
can American transnational perspectives against the backdrop of the Black 
Atlantic, a postmodern concept of Black transnationalism Paul Gilroy 
elaborated in his 1993 study of Black diasporic encounters. Specifi cally, I 
turn to W. E. B. Du Bois, one of the founders of pan-Africanism, as a para-
digmatic example of an early twentieth-century historian with an inter- 
and transnational approach. This African American intellectual moved 
within the Black Atlantic world and published numerous writings on Na-
tional Socialist Germany in the United States during the 1930s. Here, I fo-
cus on Du Bois’s comparative writings on German and American racial 
policies, which also feature critical refl ections on questions of (trans)na-
tionalism, national identity, and belonging that counter some of the char-
acteristics Gilroy attributes to Black transnationalism in the Black Atlantic. 
Taking the advances of scholars skeptical of transnational paradigms as 
the starting point for my analysis, I will suggest a way in which the Black 
Atlantic could indeed serve as a valuable paradigm for future historical 
studies of the Black diaspora. 

Twentieth Century Black (Trans)nationalism

In their efforts to retrace the formation of a collective Black identity, schol-
ars of postcolonial studies and the Black diaspora naturally turned to their 
discipline’s foundational literature.7 Aiming to (re)write history from the 
bottom up and to examine “the hyphens between places of ‘origin’ and 
America,” scholars of African American history and culture often looked 
back to late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century African American 
concepts of Black internationalism.8 Following the social movements of 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, this new generation of scholars investigated 
the approaches and writings of intellectuals who had been excluded from 
the political and historical master narrative of Western civilization. These 
same intellectuals struggled against racial oppression and constantly 
fought ostracism while they claimed equality beyond citizenship. Many 
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even emigrated as a last resort.9 These formerly ignored intellectuals, like 
W. E. B. Du Bois and Martin Delaney, had naturally become transnational 
in response to the “‘imagined community’ of United States nationalism.”10 
Writing against their exclusion, they constructed international global net-
works and laid the foundations of current transnational perspectives in a 
continuous critical dialogue with “the national.”

Looking back to the period before the American Civil War, these Afri-
can American intellectuals conceived of a Black internationalism that 
ultimately transformed into the political and cultural concept of pan-
Africanism.11 Around 1900, this pan-Africanism encompassed “ideas of 
equality of political and economic opportunity for Africans everywhere, 
democracy, majority rule in Africa, and liberty.”12 Emulating the ideals of 
the French and American Revolutions, pan-Africanism aimed to achieve 
liberal and non-violent reforms that would promote African nationalism. 
As one of its most ardent representatives, W. E. B. Du Bois heralded pan-
African nationalism in his address to the Pan-African Congress in 1900 
as a call for the integrity and independence of the African states.13 Pan-
Africanism later became a more radical, “nationalistic, unifi ed struggle of 
African peoples against all forms of foreign aggression and invasion, in 
the fi ght for nationhood and nation building.” It sought the “total libera-
tion and unifi cation of all African peoples” to achieve “African nation-
hood and nationality.”14 Early twentieth-century Black internationalism, 
with Africa as the point of reference and its awareness of the “Negro prob-
lem” in the world,15 was fundamentally marked by its focus on nationalist 
structures. It either called for a radically separatist Black nationalism or a 
more moderate, integrationist though nation-centered stance, and made a 
double consciousness of being both Black and American possible. 

When colonial power in Africa collapsed and African emancipation 
movements achieved success, pan-African nationalism, in some respects, 
evolved into the “imagined community” of the African or Black diaspora 
and expanded its approach.16 While earlier cultural studies on Black trans-
nationalism had focused on the teleological and authoritative role Africa 
played as the ancestral homeland, more recent studies have privileged 
hybridity and displacement, presenting postcolonial conceptualizations 
of diaspora. These studies concentrate on practices of travel, migration, 
and interaction in an increasingly global world and integrate formerly 
marginalized and intermediary spaces while claiming to transcend racist 
essentialism.

Paul Gilroy’s 1993 The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscious-
ness is a landmark in diaspora and transnational studies that exemplifi es 
the theoretical premises of many of the cultural studies of the early 1990s. 
Gilroy draws a conceptual triangle across the Atlantic that connects Af-
rica, the Americas, and Europe, attributing a merely metaphoric presence 
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to Africa. Gilroy calls upon historians to consider the Black Atlantic as one 
unit of analysis as it modifi es traditional nationalist concepts of modern 
transatlantic history. The Black Atlantic offers a basis for (re)writing African 
American-European, and particularly African American-German history 
in a transnational and intercultural way. In focusing on formerly si-
lenced voices, it also provides a constructive cultural theory for studying 
German-American relations that defi es the hegemonic white discourse in 
historical studies.17 Wanting to transcend structures of nation and state as 
well as the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity, Gilroy con-
ceives of the Black Atlantic as a “counterculture of modernity” that breaks 
with the dogmatic nationalist focus of earlier cultural criticism. Like many 
scholars of African American history who proposed a “Black countermod-
ernism” beside white modernism in the 1980s and 1990s,18 Gilroy places a 
Black counterhistory beside the formerly nation-centered historical master 
narratives.

Gilroy’s postmodern conceptualization of Black transnationalism of-
fers an excellent basis for a critical interpretation of Du Bois’s accounts of 
Nazi Germany. In his texts, Du Bois explores Nazi racial policies and their 
impact on the construction of a quintessential, racially defi ned German 
identity. Further, he compares these constructions of identity, nation, and 
ethnicity with American ones. Though he plays with nationalist and so-
cialist ideas in his search for a “world free for democracy and a democracy 
free for Black Folk,” he ultimately rejects the essentialist ideals of National 
Socialist thought, implicitly adding to a defi nition of a Black Atlantic 
world.19 However, his views are not restricted to the binary relationship be-
tween Germany and the United States. Du Bois’s refl ections on Germany’s 
collapse into perdition mirror a search for a historical and prospective role 
for Africa in a global context and, therefore, have to be seen as part of a 
larger global discourse. While Du Bois’s texts corroborate much of Gil-
roy’s conceptualization of Black transnationalism, they also refute 
some of Gilroy’s premises, thus calling for a critical adaptation and re-
evaluation of the Black Atlantic as a tool for analyzing African American-
German relations. This essay, therefore, aims not only to outline the ways 
in which the Black Atlantic can challenge traditional readings of the trans-
atlantic history of the Third Reich but also to refl ect critically on the con-
cept of the Black Atlantic itself.

The Black Atlantic—A Counterculture of Modernity?

While Gilroy’s Black Atlantic gives important impulses for critically re-
thinking the metanarrative of nation-centered historiography, its adapta-
tion to historical transnational studies is not unproblematic.20 Although it 
seeks to deconstruct universals, essentialisms, and restrictive binaries of 
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modernist discourse, it is in danger of falling into essentialization and de-
historicization itself. Its present and future-oriented focus on the transna-
tional and the hybrid has been criticized as merely replacing the nationalist 
with the hybrid and thus adopting a utopian, non-heuristic character.21 
This is not to say that the Black Atlantic cannot be a heuristic concept. It 
does persuasively point out the shortcomings of purely national ap-
proaches to culture and politics. However, its conceptualization as a 
“countermodernity” categorically excludes the consideration of complex 
enmeshments of nationalism, internationalism, and transnationalism that 
characterize its historical sources. Furthermore, if we understand it as a 
“counterhistory,” then it cannot be incorporated into a global history of 
colonization, enslavement, and imperialism. This understanding fails to 
fully acknowledge the strategic importance of categories Gilroy ascribes 
to modernity such as nation, state, and ethnicity. Gilroy is right to criticize 
conventional historical interpretations of slavery that ignore the impact of 
slave resistance and the abolition movement as forms of Black agency in 
the formation of European modernity. Yet his focus on the interaction be-
tween the center and the periphery, and between New World slavery and 
Europe, excludes Africa.22 Gilroy is charged with generally dismissing 
pan-African nationalism because he criticizes the nationalist and imperial-
ist zeal of Afro-centrist ideas and a “back to Africa” movement. With this 
criticism, he seems to implicitly allocate a merely marginal, depoliticized, 
and decorative role to Africa that stands in opposition to early twentieth-
century African American endeavors to make Africa as important as West-
ern nations on the world map.23 Consequently, he also brackets off African 
intellectuals who stood in close contact with African American travelers to 
Europe. Thus, Gilroy is castigated for his alleged ignorance of the impor-
tance of negritude and (pan-)African nationalist thinking to the constitu-
tion of Black-Atlantic intellectual thought.24 

Another criticism leveled against Gilroy involves his reading of “slave 
ships.” Gilroy contends that this emblem of the historical experience of 
slavery is not only a sign of alienation, “racial terror, commerce and ethico-
political degeneration,” but that the ships themselves were the “living 
means” connecting the two sides of the Atlantic, and must be thought of 
as “cultural and political units rather than abstract embodiments of the 
triangular trade.” Many cultural historians object that this reading gives 
slavery and the Middle Passage a merely metaphorical presence that 
wrenches them “out of a historically specifi c continuum” and lends a 
“false idea of choice to forced migration.”25 

Gilroy centers on Black British and African American conceptions of 
diaspora and emphasizes the Middle Passage and slavery as a break and 
geopolitical link that unites African Americans and Black British individu-
als. Yet this focus sets Africa apart and conceives of the Black Atlantic as a 
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hegemonic concept not applicable outside of Anglo-American contexts. 
As crucial as the experiences of slavery and the Middle Passage have 
proven to be for African Americans and Black Britons, using this con-
structed collective memory as a defi ning characteristic for a Black diasporic 
community implicitly excludes Afro-Germans because, as Tina Campt 
notes, they lack such “shared narratives of home, belonging and 
community.”26  Campt has sought to defi ne a diasporic concept that would 
apply to Afro-German contexts. She argues that “connected differences” 
between different Black cultures, which Audre Lorde foregrounded in her 
foreword to Showing Our Colors, must be recognized.27 Drawing on Jac-
queline Nassy Brown’s critique of The Black Atlantic, Campt emphasizes 
Gilroy’s failure to examine the “asymmetries of power that exist across 
and between different Black communities and the very different relation-
ships to diaspora that arise as a result.”28 She notes that the “relationships 
among different Black communities are structured no less by dynamics of 
power and hegemony than those that came to constitute the diaspora 
itself.” Anglo-American concepts of diaspora such as the Black Atlantic 
have dominated the discourse, contributing “to an imbalance in the na-
ture of the transatlantic exchanges that constitute the diaspora.”29 

In sum, the list of arguments The Black Atlantic evoked seems endless 
and at times no less essentializing than the fl aws critics identifi ed in Gilroy’s 
concept. Gilroy is criticized for a lack of historical contextualization or 
rigorous interrogation of his sources30 and for propagating historical dis-
continuity.31 Moreover, critics fi nd fault with Gilroy’s Anglo-American 
focus, his failure to bestow a “real” and denotative presence on Africa, and 
the hegemony over different Black diasporas he establishes.32 Most prom-
inently, they denounce his radical claim that the Black Atlantic constitutes 
an abstract “Black counterculture to modernity”—a claim at odds with the 
historical cultural and political reality of Black Atlantic culture. In longing 
to disengage from categories such as race, nation, and geography for the 
future, Gilroy indeed implicitly dehistoricizes the sources of the Black At-
lantic, discarding it as a heuristic model for historical analysis. 

Hence, present studies of the diasporic and the transnational face the 
challenge of producing self-refl exive critical investigations that strive for 
historical specifi city and contextualization while looking at the entangle-
ments, mutual infl uences, and reciprocal or ambivalent perceptions of 
transnational and diasporic interconnections. In order to overcome the 
problems of dehistoricization, decontextualization, and essentialization, I 
want to argue, as Rogers Brubaker has done, that the diasporic and the 
transnational should be conceived of as categories of individual prac-
tice.33 

Recent conceptualizations of diaspora, including Brubaker’s, use it 
as a political stance that functions as a normative category; it aims at 
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remaking the world rather than describing it. However, this political, nor-
mative, and prescriptive notion prohibits the heuristic use of the diasporic. 
Yet, as recent criticism of the Black Atlantic has shown, the diasporic must 
turn heuristic to be viable for future historical study. This, however, is only 
possible if the at times utopistic, prescriptive, and predetermining politi-
cal dimension of the diasporic is exchanged for a historically more accu-
rate, sensitive and practice-oriented approach that also involves its tangible 
geographical scope. Hence, we should be careful not to employ sources 
according to our individual political interests but scrutinize these interests 
and focus on the actual practices the sources convey.

Based on W. E. B. Du Bois’s writings on Germany, this paper chal-
lenges the recent normative approaches to diaspora that oversimplify the 
concept as the antithesis of nation in their effort to render it hermeneutic. 
In these writings, Du Bois did not oppose ideas of nation and nationalism 
but engaged in a very complex process of both conscious and subcon-
scious construction of identity. Although binary oppositions do play a 
part in this—Du Bois did incorporate notions of nation and national-
ism—so do hybrid and highly ambivalent concepts. Thus, Du Bois implic-
itly refuted the postmodern terminology of diaspora as the antithesis of the 
putatively homogeneous nation. His writings call for a transnational con-
cept more tolerant of the national. They furthermore suggest that diaspora 
and nationalism need to be viewed as inextricably linked discourses con-
stantly deconstructed and reconstructed rather than as mutually opposed, 
essentialist, and static categories.

An ‘Other Within’: W. E. B. Du Bois in Nazi Germany 

Du Bois’s affi nity for Germany constitutes an important pillar in Gilroy’s 
construct of ideas. Gilroy uses Du Bois’s writings to substantiate his argu-
ment that the Black Atlantic constitutes a counterculture to modernity: he 
emphasizes Du Bois’s affection for Germany and acknowledges the sa-
lience of German political thought and, in particular, German idealism 
and nationalism, to Du Bois’s concept of modernity. Moreover, Gilroy un-
derstands Du Bois’s concept of double consciousness and his “cultures of 
diaspora Blacks” in general as “expressions of and commentaries upon 
ambivalences generated by modernity.”34 He also points out the striking 
ambivalences in Du Bois’s ideological outlook. Du Bois synthesized na-
tional and transnational concerns in his concept of pan-Africanism. At the 
same time, Du Bois toyed with ambivalent ideas of roots and routes when 
he, on the one hand, temporarily advocated an understanding of what he 
thought were the roots of a racially homogeneous and ethnically absolute 
Black culture, into which he leapt “with enthusiasm” while studying at 
Fisk University.35 On the other hand, Du Bois conceived of the Black 
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diaspora heterogeneously, as marked by routes of “travel, movement, dis-
placement and relocation.”36 Last but not least, Gilroy mentions Du Bois’s 
intense engagement with Hegel and neo-Hegelian thought37 and with 
Heinrich von Treitschke’s (at times racist and fundamentally exclusive) 
nationalism alongside his continuing admiration of Prussian ideals. While 
Gilroy acknowledges Du Bois’s ambiguous fascination with nationalist 
doctrines and the fact that the “idea of nationality occupies a central, if 
shifting place” in the works of Black post-Enlightenment men, he does not 
critically refl ect on these ideas as a potential argument against his concept 
of a Black anti-nationalist counterculture.38 

Although I agree with Gilroy’s characterization of Du Bois’s frequently 
ambivalent modes of thinking as rather non-radical,39 I argue that Du 
Bois’s more extensive writings on Germany in the African American press 
refute Gilroy’s conceptualization of the Black Atlantic as a counterculture. 
Rather, they exemplify that Du Bois engaged in an ongoing process of 
creative and affi rmative negotiation and oscillation between modern con-
ceptions of nation and race, as well as the implications of race for national 
belonging.

A Germanophile, Du Bois, who was educated at Fisk, Harvard, and 
Humboldt in Berlin, was, perhaps, the African American traveler most 
ambivalent about and interested in the “new” Germany under National 
Socialism. When he fi rst lived in Germany as a student from 1892 to 1894,40 
Du Bois experienced “the new and mighty focus of Science, Education 
and military organization” in Wilhelmine Germany. Remembering the 
freedom “from most of the iron bands that bound [him] at home,” as well 
as from the “race problem into which [he] was born,” he returned in 1923 
searching for a true democracy “free for Black Folk.”41 In 1936, he returned 
yet again as a “sharp and prescient observer.” This time, however, he 
looked in vain for the characteristic “Gemütlichkeit” and liberal spirit he 
had previously attributed to Germany.42 

Du Bois’s visit to Germany was funded by a grant from the Ober-
laender Trust. His choice of this trust was regarded with much skepticism 
inter alia by the liberal German-Jewish anthropologist Franz Boas, as 
Oberlaender was a known Nazi sympathizer.43 In accepting the grant, Du 
Bois was prohibited from participating as a founding member of the 
American Committee for Anti-Nazi Literature, for which Franz Boas had 
tried to win his support.44 In his response to Boas, Du Bois pointed out 
that the trust indeed prohibited the study of race prejudice but was willing 
to fund a study on education and industry. Whereas no limits were set 
on what he could say after he returned, Du Bois considered it unwise 
“to publicly join any committee” in which his participation might jeopar-
dize the funding of his study.45 One could defend Du Bois’s choice by ar-
guing that he may have sought the patronage and funding of a Nazi 
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sympathizer simply to ensure safe travel to Germany and a stay unen-
cumbered by Nazi racial discrimination. Boas was skeptical about Du 
Bois’s trip. He doubted that Du Bois would be able to “see behind the 
scenes” as “people in Germany are so terrorized that nobody dares to say 
anything except to his oldest and most reliable friends.”46 Yet these re-
marks did not discourage the optimistic traveler, who trusted his “good 
deal of experience in seeing beyond surface indications.”47 

Du Bois would keep his promise to report critically about German 
racial politics. However, it was only after he had left Germany and es-
caped German censorship that he regained a feeling of personal security. 
Then, his writings in the Pittsburgh Courier took on a sharp, analytical, 
critical, and provocative tone that had been lacking in his fi rst analyses 
from Germany. At fi rst glance, Du Bois, in his writings up through Decem-
ber 1936, seemed to evade issues of race and anti-Semitism. On closer ex-
amination, however, one fi nds that he did comment on racial issues in a 
contained way. His extensive articles on the Deutsches Museum in Mu-
nich and the Olympics are of special interest, for he interpreted them as 
sites where German nationalism, social hierarchy, and inequality were on 
display. 

On the surface, Du Bois’s lengthy documentary article on his four-day 
visit to the Deutsches Museum could be mistaken for the account of a 
Germanophile blinded by German grandeur. However, Du Bois con-
sciously observed the exposition’s omissions and silences, essentially crit-
icizing its exclusively national character and unjustifi ed aggrandizement 
of the German nation.48 While wholeheartedly admiring modernity’s sci-
entifi c and technological achievements, Du Bois read the Deutsches 
Museum exposition as a public statement of national self-representation 
and as an allegory of the National Socialist ideology of a grand Nordic 
Übermensch. He maintained that Germany lacked the disposition to estab-
lish a culture beyond commercialism and nationality and was not deluded 
by the nationalistic demonstration of German “fame.” Instead, he hailed 
the international character of scientifi c achievements and inveighed 
against the exposition for its exclusive and nationalistic presentation. Well 
aware that the German postal service would censor his writings, he pro-
vided German authorities with what they wanted to see and made use of 
double consciousness as a rhetorical strategy. In this way, he could hide 
his pointed criticism behind overt appreciation.49 

Du Bois’s refl ections on the 1936 Berlin Olympics offer fertile ground 
for analyzing the interplay between nation, class, and race in a transna-
tional perspective. Discussions about African American participation and 
performance in the Olympics had already started in 1933. The NAACP 
called for African Americans to boycott and abandon the Olympics on the 
grounds of German and American racism,50 but many others argued that 
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African American participation provided an opportunity to repudiate 
both Nazi and white American racial theories.51 They viewed the Olym-
pics as an international arena in which racial equality could be publicly 
displayed. Hence, successful African American participation was essen-
tial, if only to avenge Joe Louis for his devastating defeat by Max Schmeling 
on June 19, 1936.52 These advocates held beliefs similar to the “Double V” 
campaign of WWI—victory abroad entailing victory at home: they held 
that the 1936 Olympics, which offered African Americans an opportunity 
to excel publicly, was too great an opportunity to forgo. Arriving in Ger-
many a month before the start of the Olympics, Du Bois witnessed the 
changes Germany underwent to prepare for them: signs discriminating 
against Jews were temporarily taken down, and other measures intended 
to disguise the true extent of Nazi racism were offi cially enforced.53 The 
propagandistic demonstration of Nazi-German superiority and self-
suffi ciency fooled many journalists and, in Du Bois’s view, made the 
“testimony of the non-German speaking visitor to the Olympic Games …
worse than valueless.”54 To escape this, he chose to be absent for most 
of the month and watch the goings-on from Paris as an insider outside. 

Much of the African American reporting on the Olympics revolved 
around Hitler’s racist disregard for African American Olympians, espe-
cially Jesse Owens.55 Du Bois, however focused on Berlin’s “normalcy af-
ter the Olympic Games.”56 Only much later, in October, did he venture to 
“estimate the impression” that the Olympic Games and the “colored com-
petitors” had made on Germany and Europe.57 His fi rst observations cen-
tered on class. In a “world atmosphere of suspicion and distrust,” Du Bois 
emphasized the games’ importance for the “future efforts of Negroes” be-
cause they “typif[ied] a new conception of the American Negro for Eu-
rope and … a new idea of race relations in the United States.”58 To Du 
Bois, the international sports arena mirrored the interrelatedness of race 
and class in society. While noting that England picked its contestants from 
a small segment of society, he held that sports in the United States had 
begun to acquire a far more democratic character.59 Carefully distancing 
himself from the “white” and “Black” press by avoiding racial jargon, Du 
Bois, in his early reports, was reluctant to interpret African American vic-
tories as the result of physical advantages because that would have been 
essentialist and racist.

Others, however, were not afraid to be more explicit. The entire Sep-
tember issue of The Crisis, entitled “Jim Crow in Steel,” was dedicated to 
the Olympics and the “Jesse Owens saga.”60 According to the Baltimore 
Afro-American, K. K. K. Hanfstaengl, a Hitler confi dant, had stated that “it 
was Africa that dominated the Olympic track … not the United States.” 61 
The editor of The Crisis responded to this remark with interest. The Ger-
man belief that the “American Negro Olympic stars” were “not really 
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Americans but ‘Black auxiliary forces’” made a certain amount of sense to 
him. Europeans were unable to understand the “situation in America 
where Negroes on paper … are American citizens, but in cold reality are 
not,” for “Germans look at the reality, not the phrases of the Constitution.” 
He held that “Germany knows … that mobs make sport of black men 
upon the slightest pretext, without the government lifting a hand to ap-
prehend lynchers.… She knows that in practically all places of public ac-
commodation Negroes are humiliated and insulted.”62 Similarly, The 
Baltimore Afro-American noted in an article entitled “We Shine for Amer-
ica” that “the glory isn’t ours, it belongs to our country.”63 Thus, it bitterly 
alluded to the injustice of white America happily accepting the victories 
won by African Americans while refusing them equality in practice.

In contrast, Du Bois attempted to look at the Olympics from a transna-
tional angle. He criticized the racist representations of Black Olympic 
competitors in the French and German press, in particular the astonish-
ment with which Black participation and victories were commented on. 
Du Bois also described the two nations’ different ways of presenting Black 
athletes, noting that German papers “pick African American competitors 
out for comment” and label these competitors “Negroes,” whereas the 
French put a special emphasis on printing their colored faces.64 Du Bois’s 
astute observation entails a criticism of overtly German vis-à-vis clandes-
tine and concealed French forms of racism.65 

Du Bois changed his initially hesitant tone in the articles he wrote af-
ter leaving Germany in December 1936. Certain that “his friends … under-
stood” his reticence for “it simply wasn’t safe to attempt anything further,” 
he now fulminated against Germany’s racial policies.66 Looking at the ad-
vances Hitler had made since “riding into power by accusing the world of 
a conspiracy to ruin Germany by economic starvation,” Du Bois character-
ized the Nazi state as a “content and prosperous whole” on the surface 
with strongly reduced unemployment rates and “perfect public order.” 
However, his gaze reached beneath the surface: “And yet, in … contradic-
tory paradox to all this, Germany is silent, nervous, suppressed; it speaks 
in whispers; there is no public opinion, no opposition, no discussion of 
anything; there are waves of enthusiasm, but never any protest.”67 

Germany, to him, was a “paradox and contradiction.”68 Painted in a 
brilliant, innocent white on the outside, it was overshadowed by a dark 
abiding presence inside. Analyzing differences between German anti-
Semitism and American racism, he asserted that “there is race prejudice in 
Germany, and a regular, planned propaganda to increase it.”69 In Ger-
many, the “campaign of race prejudice is carried on … specifi cally against 
the Jews, [and it] surpasses in vindictive cruelty and public insult any-
thing [he has] ever seen.” To Du Bois, the “fi ght of the Jew in Germany … 
is an attack on civilization, comparable only to the Spanish Inquisition 
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and the African slave trade.”70 However, Du Bois contrasted German anti-
Semitism with American racism, arguing that the former was not “the re-
sult of long belief backed by child teaching, and outward insignia like 
color or hair” but as “reasoned prejudice, or an economic fear,” thus re-
vealing some of his anti-Semitic sentiments.71 Nonetheless, his critical vi-
sion of the discrimination against German Jews remained clear: he 
recognized that they were constantly publicly belittled, cursed, and 
blamed whenever Hitler made a speech. Experienced with American Jim 
Crow practices, he read between the lines of “cases in the papers”: en-
forcement of miscegenation laws, professional discrimination, 

… the total disenfranchisement of all Jews; deprivation of civil 
rights and inability to remain or become German citizens; limited 
rights of education, a narrowly limited right to work in trades, 
professions and the civil service; threat of boycott, loss of work 
and even mob violence and, above all, the continued circulation of 
Julius Streicher’s Stuermer, the most shameless, lying advocate of 
race hate in the world, not excluding Florida.72 

Despite his clear perception of the power and reach of anti-Semitism, 
Du Bois still appreciated the “essential character of the German people.” 
He described them as “a kind folk, good-hearted, hating oppression, 
widely sympathetic with suffering, and fi lled with longing ideals for all 
mankind.” Du Bois enjoyed his stay in Germany because he felt that 
Germans “[t]reated [him] with uniform courtesy and consideration,” 
which would have been “impossible … in any part of the United States, 
without … frequent cases of personal insult or discrimination.”73 Always 
“an object of curiosity,” yet never publicly insulted, he nevertheless looked 
beyond the surface and continuously pointed to the ambivalences of his 
“Black” presence in Germany. He was clearly aware of the limits of his 
personal freedom, which would have been reached immediately had mis-
cegenation come into play. 

Although Du Bois refl ected positively on his personal experiences, he 
clearly distinguished between individual encounters with Germans, 
Germany as a whole, and Nazi politics, both in articles from 1936 and 
1941. He bluntly and fundamentally disapproved of Hitler’s tyrannical 
“dictatorship,” describing it as based on “espionage” and “backed by 
swift and cruel punishment” that could lead “without trial, to cold 
murder.”74 Unlike the “white” American Press, which he characterized as 
“beyond belief” regarding Nazism, Du Bois recognized how grave the 
situation was.75 However, just because he articulately denounced discrim-
inatory Nazi politics did not mean that he judged Germany as a whole. 
He argued that Hitler “and his state would have disappeared” long since 
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had the establishment of a tyranny been all Hitler had done.76 Further-
more, he maintained that Germany’s “compromise” was an “immense 
sacrifi ce” for “domestic peace” and for Germans as an unquestioning peo-
ple, disinterested in whether “other and less dangerous roads [would 
have] led to the same end.”77 

Presumably impeded by his relatively “positive” personal experiences 
as well as his interest in a “just” characterization of Nazi Germany, Du 
Bois refl ected critically, yet in a deliberately balanced and primarily posi-
tive way, on the country in which he had experienced his personal “spiri-
tual awakening” forty years earlier. His positive refl ections on Nazi 
Germany and his criticism of German Jews have often been held against 
him. Critics have accused him of being pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic; the lat-
ter charge is fundamentally substantiated in a much disputed 1937 inter-
view published in the German-speaking New York newspaper Staatszeitung 
und Herold. However, this presents only one side of Du Bois’s very com-
plex and nuanced perspective. In his weekly column in the Pittsburgh Cou-
rier, he commented more critically on Nazi Germany.78 

In 1952, Du Bois refl ected on his visit to the remains of the Warsaw 
Ghetto three years before and on two other visits to Poland and Germany. 
Although he showed great interest in the mechanisms of anti-Semitism in 
both Poland and Germany, he stated that “the result” of his three visits 
was “not so much a clearer understanding of the Jewish problem in the 
world as it was a real and more complete understanding of the Negro 
problem.”79 Hence, we need to place his interest in Germany’s political, 
social, and cultural development and its discriminatory and supremacist 
politics under National Socialist rule within a larger comparative and 
transnational perspective. His investigation of Nazi politics would even-
tually lead him to assert that “the problem of slavery, emancipation, and 
caste in the United States was no longer … a separate and unique thing,” 
but “cut across lines of color.” 80 His observations helped him “to emerge 
from a certain social provincialism into a broader conception of what the 
fi ght against race segregation, religious discrimination, and the oppres-
sion by wealth had to become if civilization was going to triumph and 
broaden in the world”—including Africa. Eight years earlier, in 1941, Du 
Bois had wondered what would become of Africa if Hitler won, which he 
did not believe possible “in the long run.” He saw Africa “parceled out 
between Germany and Italy.” “Subjected to … a caste system resembling 
slavery,” Africans would be made “valuable to the conqueror,” but this 
would also lead to the conqueror’s “eventual disaster.”81 

In this dystopia, Du Bois foresaw rebellion, “a frightful whirl of un-
loosened passion which no power in Fascist Europe [could] long hold 
back.”82 This optimistic vision must be examined in context: Afro-America 
was incredibly exasperated with Italy for its ravaging of Ethiopia. Against 
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this backdrop, Du Bois sounded as though he was calling for the Allies to 
prevail and rescue Europe from fascism. The African American press re-
peatedly expressed concern about Africans and colonial Africa. The shift-
ing balance of power in Europe during World War II made their fate 
uncertain. In particular, it expressed fear that Germany would demand 
that the British and French empires cede control of former German colo-
nies to Germany. The press also compared these demands to French and 
British rule, pointing out the hypocrisy of their “democracies” regarding 
the colonies: “the natives have as much liberty and freedom in their own 
countries as the Jews enjoy in Hitler’s Germany.”83

 The breadth of Du Bois’s transnational vision becomes more apparent 
in his elaboration of “Hitler’s New World Order.” In this 1941 article, 
which must be read as part of the debate surrounding a possible American 
entry into WWII, Du Bois regarded Hitler and the Nazis as part of a larger 
phenomenon—as only the second phase of a “revolution sweeping over 
Europe … far greater than the Nazis.”84 In an attempt to understand the 
transformation Germany had undergone when he had visited it in 1936, 
Du Bois looked back at the rise and decline of democracy there.85 He point-
edly depicted Nazi power as the rule of a “murderous mob” composed of 
“ex-soldiers, socialists, capitalists, Jew-baiters and psychopathic fanatics” 
that had “sabotaged the Weimar Republic” and “erect[ed] an oligarchy 
on its ruins.” Here Du Bois demonstrated a critical understanding of 
Nazism’s “success” without underestimating its complexity. He warned 
that it was a “grave mistake to assume that Hitlerism either in method or 
in will is all propaganda.” Regarding Germans as “a population much 
more intelligent” than others, Du Bois assumed that a higher force was at 
work in “Hitlerism’s” success: it was “based on a revolution so profound 
and a doctrine so fundamental that it cannot entirely fail” for “all this 
smoke and propaganda rose above a much more signifi cant movement 
which pre-dated Hitler and the Nazis,” the revolution of “industrial ratio-
nalization.” 86 In Du Bois’s view, with planning and international economic 
cooperation aimed at achieving a world economy, this revolution would 
ultimately give formerly disadvantaged “racial” minorities a chance to 
rise. In this fantasy, Du Bois envisioned a socialist pan-European system. 
He clearly distinguished, however, between the socialist elements he ap-
preciated within National Socialism and his own vision of a transnational 
pan-Africanist movement. Refl ecting on “Neuropa,” Du Bois led a trans-
nationalist discourse in dialogic exchange with fundamentally nationalist 
ideas.

Du Bois’s attitudes toward Germany were complex and highly am-
bivalent. While sharply critical, he also profoundly respected and empathized 
with Germany and its people; he sought out what was essentially good in 
what he saw as a deplorable development that, though not irrevocable, 
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could lead to Germany’s self-destruction. Du Bois was indeed “a sharp 
and prescient observer”87 of Germany whose refl ections were at times 
softened by his admiration of the country. The complexity of these refl ec-
tions demonstrate that Du Bois understood Germany’s paradoxes and 
ambivalences and had a fundamentally positive view of the nation with-
out condoning its dictatorial and racist policies.

Du Bois held the provocative view that Nazi tyranny was an inevita-
ble consequence of Germany’s social, economic, and political struggle af-
ter WWI, and furthermore, he argued that it was Germany’s only 
alternative to turning communist. At fi rst glance, one might see this as 
uncritical acceptance of Nazi Germany.88 Yet, Du Bois severely criticized 
the racist, propagandist dictatorship, even though he expressed under-
standing for the depressive mood in Germany following the Versailles 
Treaty and credited National Socialism with social achievements.89 His 
empathy for the country and people he still thoroughly respected and his 
ability to dissociate and abstract his appreciation of Germany as a Volk and 
nation from its contemporary tyrannical politics distinguished Du Bois 
from many of his contemporaries.90 In 1936 and even in 1941, Du Bois still 
hoped that the situation could improve and was sorely disappointed when 
he witnessed the full dimension of Nazi Germany’s genocide on traveling 
to Warsaw after the war.91 

Du Bois’s repeated attempts to see “beyond the surface” and to look 
for higher ideals driving political developments in Nazi Germany not only 
make his observations interesting but also offer a broad spectrum of analy-
sis on issues ranging from class to race and nation. He regarded the “exag-
gerated and childish theory of race” as fatal to the success of any economic 
or political system on an international scale. Further, he recognized and 
censured Nazi Germany’s determination to eliminate “Jewish brains” and 
its intention to construct a state based on the “utter subordination of the 
Poles and Slavs.”92 However, he saw a great opportunity in the idea of 
“sweeping” away national and linguistic barriers that had “so long hin-
dered and disorganized Europe.”93 While he rejected Hitler’s dream of a 
pan-German superstate under the National Socialist dictatorship, he ap-
proved of the idea of making Europe transnational. Hence, he dreamed of 
a united but democratic Europe only temporarily shattered by the wars 
that ravaged the continent during the fi rst half of the twentieth century. 

* * *

Du Bois’s refl ections on Nazi Germany are part of a larger transna-
tional, antiracist, and anticolonial discourse. Like other Black intellectuals 
such as C. L. R. James, George Padmore, and Oliver Cox, he “viewed fas-
cism as a blood relative of slavery and imperialism, global systems rooted 
both in capitalist political economy and in racist ideologies that were 
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already in place at the dawn of modernity.”94 At the same time, his writ-
ings manifest a continual dialogic exchange with fundamentally national-
ist ideas. Although he was torn between his “love for his oppressed race” 
and his “love for the oppressing country,” that is, the United States, Du 
Bois portrayed both the U.S. and Germany with surprising tolerance, 
which reveals that he did not decide against either country.95 Rather than 
oppose modernist ideas of nation and culture, he found them compelling. 
At the same time, he criticized social hierarchies and continually fought 
the African (American) struggle for racial equality. In his writings, the 
diasporic and the national must be understood not as mutually exclusive 
but as mutually constitutive, intertwined, and overlapping discourses. He 
held an intermediary, oscillating position, continually negotiating ideas of 
nation, ethnicity, nationalism and transnationalism. He attempted to cre-
ate a pluralistic view that went beyond apparent forms of racial discrimi-
nation and national borders. He was especially interested in the very 
complex process of both conscious and subconscious constructions of Ger-
man national(ist) identity, discerning binary and antithetical elements in 
it, but in his view, these were not its only determining factors. In refl ecting 
on the multilayered interdependencies of social, cultural, economic, and, 
not least, racist elements that he regarded as the foundation of the German 
National Socialist state, he developed a multifaceted perspective that in-
cluded notions of nation as a constitutive and forward-looking element. In 
focusing his analysis on Germany’s political, social, and racial structure, 
Du Bois was infl uenced by his personal inclination towards the country of 
his “spiritual awakening,” but not so much that he neglected his underly-
ing interest in the role of “the Negro” and Africa in the world. In his criti-
cal views of Germany, Du Bois not only looked at striking parallels between 
German and American social and racial politics but continuously asked 
what these political developments meant for Africa and Africans in the 
Black Atlantic diaspora.

Du Bois’s positions were divergent and, at times, ambivalent, and his 
transnational perspective was broad. To understand them fully, we must 
modify the mutually exclusive, antagonistic opposition of nationalism 
and diasporic culture. Du Bois constantly worked to combine national and 
diasporic elements in his writings and tried to integrate an important geo- 
and historiographical component: Africa. Underlying his and other Black 
diasporic intellectuals’ writings, for example, George Padmore’s, was a 
constant exploration of the meaning that fascism and World War II had for 
“the darker races.”96 These writers continuously questioned the impact 
that a shift in Europe’s distribution of power, as well as its economic defi -
cits during World War II, might have on European colonialism in Africa. 

It is not easy for historians aiming at historical specifi city, continuity, 
and contextualization to follow transnational approaches. They face the 
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diffi culty of combining comparative and interdisciplinary methods, and 
they should carefully analyze the relationship of the variables they pack 
together. In reaching beyond nineteenth- and twentieth-century concep-
tions of “nationality, ethnicity, authenticity and cultural integrity,”97 histo-
rians who choose the Black Atlantic as a paradigm for historical study 
must be cautious not to re-establish mutually exclusive oppositions like 
those they wish to overcome. Such new binaries merely shift the analysis 
from the center historians have criticized (i.e., Europe) to the formerly 
marginalized edge. Furthermore, it would be prudent for historians study-
ing diasporic and transnational themes to leave suffi cient space for the 
hybrid, intermediary, and ambivalent states of Black Atlantic individuals 
like Du Bois. Like him, many such individuals oscillated between the 
“camps” of nation, culture, and ethnicity and affi rmatively integrated na-
tionalist ideas in constructing a quintessentially Black diasporic transna-
tionalism.98 The recent foregrounding of hybridity, inbetweenness, and 
métissage is often perceived as presupposing anti-essentialism and plu-
rality, yet historians of the transnational must be careful not to simply re-
place the former essentialist categories with hybrid ones. They should 
continue to question the interactions and connections that stretch beyond 
the borders, as well as the structural categories of nation-states. Referring 
to Brubaker’s idea of conceptualizing diaspora as a category of practices,99 
I would like to suggest that the Black Atlantic can be reconceptualized as 
a dynamic transcultural and transnational concept. It combines the am-
bivalences of inbetweenness and belonging, as well as opposition to mo-
dernity and efforts to transform modernity into a more inclusive concept. 
The Black Atlantic, if used in a way that is sensitive to its historical sources 
and geographical specifi cs, that allocates a real, rather than merely meta-
phoric, space to Africa, and that strips it of its utopianism, could indeed 
serve as a valuable heuristic concept for future historical study. 
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emancipation of the Negro peoples” and “black liberation.” Cf. Du Bois, “Pan-Africa and 
New Racial Philosophy,” The Crisis 40 (1933): 247, 262. Other decisive fi gures in the pan-
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also denounces Gilroy’s lack of historical specifi city from his paradigm, his ignorance of the 
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41 Quoted in Woodard, W. E. B. Du Bois: The Native Impulse, 26. In 1926, Du Bois passed 
through Germany briefl y on his journey to Russia.
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German” hall of fame in the German Museum. He remarked that it “would have been a fi ner 
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half empty again. However, he also remarked that it was great numbers of Germans who had 
“poured into Berlin” during the games, outnumbering foreigners by a large margin, thus 
criticizing the games’ national(ist) character.
57 Published while Du Bois still lived in Germany, his early observations (“The Olympics,” 
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62 If “Jesse and his people … were given all the rights and privileges of American citizens[,] 
[t]hen, the next time some nation casts aspersions on our athletes and our country we can 
produce more than sickly smirks.” The Crisis, September 1936, 273.
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75 Cf. Deborah E. Lipstadt, Beyond Belief: The American Press and the Coming of the Holocaust, 
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contrast to Hess, “Goehring is a fat Junker and Goebbels is Mephistopheles.” Du Bois’s ap-
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pastiche. Even in this article, he continues with a more ambivalent remark: “the philosophy 
of Hitlerism is not logical nor complete. Nor, on the other hand, is it wholly illogical and 
hypocritical.” In the ensuing article entitled “Propaganda,” he criticizes Germans’ ignorance 
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TEACHING THE WORLD:
GLOBALIZATION, GEOPOLITICS, AND HISTORY EDUCATION 
AT U.S. UNIVERSITIES

Katja Naumann

On November 23, 1962, Alan Simpson, Dean of the College of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, wrote to John W. Gardner, the president of the Carnegie 
Corporation, requesting support for the development of a new history 
course for his college, a course covering the history of the world in its en-
tirety. He justifi ed this initiative with reference to the longstanding tradi-
tion of curricular innovation at his institution,1 particularly in the social 
sciences and humanities, but he also highlighted a series of continuous 
educational experiments in which the new course in world history ap-
peared to be the logical and self-evident next step: 

The efforts of our own College in the past decade to enlarge the 
undergraduates’ exposure to world history have probably been as 
ambitious as those of any in the country. Our required course in 
the history of Western Civilization was organized in its present 
form in 1948. In 1956 the Carnegie Corporation helped us to insti-
tute year-long elective courses in the civilizations of India, China, 
and Islam.... In 1959, we added to our curriculum a year-long 
course in Russian Civilization and another in Japanese Civiliza-
tion. In 1962, Milton Singer has organized ... an Honors Seminar 
on “The Comparison of Civilizations.” But we have not so far felt 
ready to develop an integrated course on World History. [...] The 
opportunity which the College is now determined to seize is the 
completion of a scholarly contribution to the solution of this basic 
problem, by a member of our faculty….2

This faculty member was William H. McNeill, whose famous book, The Rise 
of the West,3 was about to be published. Most likely following McNeill’s lead, 
the dean believed that this book would provide an interpre tative framework 
for a new course that fi t in well with already established courses in history. 
Simpson’s plea was successful: the course was implemented, becoming one 
of the early college courses in the U.S. with a global perspective on historical 
developments aside from nineteenth-century courses in universal history.

There is something striking about Simpson’s remarks:4 On the one 
hand, his descriptions of course innovations at the University of Chicago 
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are entirely consistent with common descriptions of the emergence of 
world history as an academic fi eld in the U.S. After all, the usual disciplin-
ary history attributes the fi eld’s intellectual beginnings to William H. 
McNeill, and also to Leften S. Stavrianos, whose pioneering works inspired 
the comparative and area studies of Philip D. Curtin and a group of 
younger scholars in the 1970s and 1980s. This group challenged the fi eld’s 
focus on European and Western history with its Eurocentric master narra-
tive “from Plato to Nato.”5 On the other hand, Simpson’s statement as-
serts continuity between the teaching of “world history” and the older, 
more established course in “Western Civilization.”

Yet these two approaches to the past are viewed as worlds apart—
they are, in fact, presented as opposites. Moreover, their difference and 
dichotomy triggered intense controversy, for example, in the public de-
bates of the 1990s about the contents of the National School Standards for 
the teaching of history in secondary schools. Furthermore, the divergent 
educational implications of both courses contributed to the contemporary 
“cultural wars,” which revolved around pivotal issues of cultural identity, 
historical consciousness, and national belonging.6 Simpson’s statement, 
however, suggests that world history derives not only from regional and 
area studies, and from extra-European history, but has its roots in Euro-
pean history courses as well. How can Simpson’s assertion that world his-
tory in the U.S. successively and gradually developed from European and 
extra-European history be aligned with the common belief that it devel-
oped in sharp contrast to the traditional European history and as a criti-
cism of that teaching practice, and that it represents more than just 
accumulated stories about world regions other than one’s own culture or 
civilization?7

I found it tempting to seek an explanation for these contradictory no-
tions by looking for lesser known origins of world history. And indeed, I 
gradually uncovered a historical transformation in the teaching of history 
from the 1910s to the early 1960s that can be described as a gradual spatial 
expansion and globalization in course designs. Changes in institutional 
structures, as well as course offerings, seminar topics, degree requirements 
and examination fi elds, attest to this remarkable spatial broadening. Not 
only did parts of the world receive attention that had previously been 
ignored,8 but entities other than the nation-state increasingly came to be 
used as a framework for course design and as categories of historical inter-
pretation. Two important global developments drove this expansion: fi rst, 
the world was becoming increasingly interconnected, and people perceived 
it as such; and second, the United States itself was turning into a geopoliti-
cal superpower with zones of infl uence and activity across the world. 

Interestingly, this spatial expansion is particularly obvious in “gen-
eral history,” a fi eld mostly taught as “general education” courses at the 
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college level. Although often overlooked by professional historians, these 
history survey courses grew considerably more infl uential for formulating 
and maintaining collective perceptions of the past. Because these courses 
were required and reached the majority of students, they became crucial 
conveyors of both historical-political knowledge and worldviews, attract-
ing immense interest among educators, scholars, and societal mediators 
alike. They introduced large-scale historical developments and transmit-
ted master narratives in condensed form in year-long courses. They also 
referred continuously to the present—after all, they had to be relevant to a 
diverse body of students with various expectations and career and life 
aspirations.9 These history courses very quickly took up and historicized 
new social, political, economic, and cultural developments. The attention 
the American Historical Association gave to discussing the shape of these 
introductory courses10 underscores their importance to the teaching and 
practice of academic history.

To be sure, the spatial broadening of general history courses was by 
no means a linear development, much less a teleological one, and at no 
time was the traditional paradigm of national history entirely replaced. 
This was true for both U.S. history and the reconstruction of European or 
non-European history. Yet, it went on continuously (parallel to the teach-
ing of U.S. history) and largely along the lines Simpson had stated: after 
“Western Civilization” courses were introduced, “Non-Western Civilization” 
courses supplemented them, which, in turn, eventually stimulated courses 
in world or global history.

The spatial broadening of the content of history courses in the U.S. 
constitutes a transnational development on at least four levels. First, the 
increase in transnational linkages in the U.S. initially spurred this broad-
ening. Historical narratives are closely tied to contemporary needs and 
challenges; they transfer present-day concerns onto the past so that the 
past can provide orientation and guidance. Thus, the emergence of history 
courses that included the past of other cultures can be understood as a 
refl ection of the transnational entanglements and global integration of the 
United States in the last century. Ongoing contacts and connections with 
other cultures inspired people’s interest in their histories and also estab-
lished a need to know more about them. Second, teaching historical tradi-
tions other than those of the United States fostered understanding for 
cultural differences and both facilitated and stimulated transnational en-
counters. Third, these courses also resulted from the multicultural compo-
sition of U.S. society. By responding to the needs of immigrants and ethnic 
minorities, they helped “manage” processes of transnationalization. Fi-
nally, the history courses I deal with here have become transnational phe-
nomena themselves since they have been used as models for history 
education in other parts of the world.11
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In the following, I will reconstruct the transformation of general his-
tory courses at the liberal arts colleges of the University of Chicago, Har-
vard University, and Columbia University as examples of this spatial 
expansion of the subject matter.12 I will restrict myself to the educational 
aims of these courses and the set of conditions that facilitated their emer-
gence without presenting course contents in detail. This focus will demon-
strate that the gradual globalization of these courses developed in response 
to large-scale historical processes, above all those of global integration and 
the rise of the United States as a geopolitical power.13 

My sample, like any, is not unproblematic. Some might argue that the 
fi ndings, based on three elite universities, could not be representative. I 
am aware of this problem, but I maintain that the developments at these 
institutions resulted less from specifi c and internal conditions (as infl uen-
tial as they were) but from external factors, among others, the topical foci 
of funding programs of private foundations (like the Ford Foundation), or 
programmatic decisions within the professional institutions (like the 
American Council of Education). These institutions aimed to address is-
sues of national concern, saw themselves as national players, and sought 
to infl uence private and public education alike, often with the same policy 
instruments. That the curricular changes at a few universities resulted in 
large part from the policy-making efforts of these organizations, as well as 
from structural changes within the historical discipline, reduces the excep-
tionality of these cases.

“General History” and the Introduction of Courses on the 
“History of Contemporary Civilization” 

“General history” courses already comprised part of study programs at 
U.S. colleges in the nineteenth century since a broad education in history 
was regarded as important.14 However, the content of these courses 
changed considerably in the 1910s and 1920s as a result of several institu-
tional, social, and demographic changes.

Around 1900, professionalization of the disciplines began to trans-
form academic structures such as research and teaching subjects and de-
partmental organization. Two shifts were particularly important: First, 
research overtook teaching in priority, and, concomitantly, graduate edu-
cation took precedence over undergraduate education. Secondly, as disci-
plines became more differentiated, research topics and course offerings 
became similarly specialized. In the 1880s, modern research universities 
had already emerged next to the traditional liberal arts colleges.15 This 
development challenged colleges that awarded bachelor’s degrees and, 
thus, administered exams for admission to graduate studies to fi nd a bal-
ance between two different, if not opposed, educational purposes: on the 
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one hand, they still had to guarantee their mission of providing a general 
education, but, on the other hand, they also had to convey specifi c and 
expert knowledge so that students would qualify for graduate studies. 

Another major change to the B.A. degree around this same time con-
sisted in efforts to combine specialized preparation for academic studies 
with vocational training. The classic curriculum of the nineteenth century 
had aimed to instill mental discipline and moral character and mediate 
knowledge by means of a set of prescribed courses covering the major 
fi elds of learning—classical languages and literatures such as Greek and 
Latin, mathematics, logic and rhetoric, as well as divinity and metaphys-
ics.16 But these goals were no longer regarded as suffi cient. One reason for 
this was the democratization of undergraduate education. Between 1890 
and 1925, enrollment in institutions of higher education grew 4.7 times as 
fast as the population.17 With these larger numbers, students with very 
diverse social backgrounds entered colleges—all the more so as the B.A. 
degree became a sign of social advancement and a precondition for a suc-
cessful professional career. Therefore, student expectations diverged—
seeking more than merely a general education, some students wanted 
their studies to give them the requisite knowledge for advanced academic 
work while others sought vocational qualifi cations.

Additionally, an infl ux of immigrants at the turn of the century brought 
diverse experiences and cultural backgrounds into classrooms. This cre-
ated a demand for their social integration, which, it was hoped, colleges 
could achieve by educating immigrants in the traditions, values, and insti-
tutions of American society.18 Thus, college administrators had to fi nd or 
create a space within the undergraduate curriculum, now so fi lled with 
vocational and specialized academic training, that would provide knowl-
edge designed to integrate students socially and culturally in the spirit of 
the old liberal arts colleges.19 Hence, in this same period, the idea of “gen-
eral education” emerged, which was understood as “those phases of non-
specialized and nonvocational learning which should be the common 
experience of all educated men.”20 Even now, general education continues 
to be understood in similar terms. Michael Geyer, for example, in 1993, 
described it as “the ‘symbolic territory’ on which knowledge about the 
common good and a sense of body politics are molded … It is knowledge 
that moves inward toward a consideration of the subject(s) of citizenship 
and outward to a critical refl ection of what constitutes peoples and 
relations.”21

General education courses quickly became a distinct part of many un-
dergraduate curricula, replacing or supplementing the introductory 
courses offered during the fi rst two years of study in particular disciplines. 
Institutions organized these in different ways: some colleges revised the 
existing introductory courses, while others developed “gen ed” courses 
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from scratch. However, two aspects of this process were crucial to the later 
spatial expansion of the subject matter: First, history as a subject was as-
signed a prominent position. In spite of the professionalization and, thus, 
increasing specialization of history as a discipline, the idea and the institu-
tionalized fi eld of general history remained strong. In the 1890s, academic 
history teaching had taken shape, bringing about two required courses: 
one in the history of the United States and another in “general history.” 
Equally important for the central position of history as part of general 
education were changes in the humanities on the whole. Expanding be-
yond their nineteenth-century concentration on the study of Greek, Latin, 
and religion, the humanities broadened to include subjects that had previ-
ously received little attention, such as literature, philosophy, and history. 
In this way, they were able to compete with the emerging social sciences 
as a means to serve society’s developing need for cultural orientation. 

Secondly, the prominence and wider purpose of general history in 
general education led colleges to reconsider such courses’ content and 
thoroughly revise them.22 They asked themselves which parts of the past 
should be taught and with which interpretations. The premises of “New 
History” had begun to spread in the 1910s, signifi cantly shaping refl ec-
tions on these questions. This epistemological renewal of history as a dis-
cipline aimed, among other things, to substantiate history’s decisive role in 
society at large and in everyday life on the basis of its political-pedagogical 
value. In line with the progressive movement, historians like James 
Harvey Robinson and Charles Austin Beard conceived of history as an 
analysis of transformations of all aspects of society. Consequently, the 
past, historicized as a process of perpetual change, became signifi cant for 
the present as it was thought to prompt, enable, and guide political and 
social action.23

What historians and educators, therefore, tried to develop was a cor-
pus of knowledge that corresponded to these ideas and fulfi lled the new 
social and political purposes of an educational system in transformation. 
However, although they discussed possible revisions to the old introduc-
tory or survey courses in general history before 1915, they failed to reach 
a satisfying solution. But educational needs that arose in World War I 
brought new answers leading to curricular innovations.

World War I and the “War Issues Course”

On April 6, 1917, the U.S. declared war on Germany. In the early summer 
of 1918, the Committee on Education and Special Training (CEST) of the 
War Department called for educational institutions to contribute to the 
mobilization for war and make their knowledge and resources available 
for the national defense. In concrete terms, colleges and universities were 
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to set up Special Army Training Camps (SATC) that would prepare re-
cruits for their deployment to Europe. Technological and military subjects 
comprised the bulk of this training, but in July 1918, the CEST decided to 
introduce an obligatory course on “Issues of the War” designed to famil-
iarize the students with the causes and goals of the confl ict.24 Frank Ayde-
lotte, director of the “War Issues Course” at the CEST, helped to develop a 
general syllabus for this course, as well as the accompanying material, 
though the preparation of the seminars and lectures was left to the partici-
pating institutions. The guidelines suggested that the fi rst section of the 
year-long course present the historical and economic reasons for the war 
with a major focus on Europe’s relationship to other parts of the world—
for example, in trade or colonial expansion. A second section was to con-
cern itself with the forms of government of the countries participating in 
the war, and a third part was to treat the national characteristics of these 
countries.25 Beyond these guidelines, two points were made explicit: the 
course was to be designed from historical, philosophical, economic, and 
sociological perspectives with the participation of instructors from the re-
spective disciplines; and secondly, the course was to take over the func-
tions of a humanistic education within the training program. 

Although 540 institutions had implemented the course with a total of 
125,000 SATC recruits as of October 1919, it only lasted for a few weeks—on 
18 November, the armistice was signed, bringing the war to an end. Still, 
the course paved the way to the future. Half of the institutions decided to 
complete the currently running course and integrate it the following year 
into the regular curriculum, either as a part or replacement of the older 
general history courses. Of course, its content changed slightly, usually to 
include the Paris Peace Conference and the postwar order.26 Nevertheless, 
by and large, the course seemed compatible with the regular curricula. 
This can be best illustrated by the curricular revision at Columbia College: 
a general shift in attitude was taking place that Frederick J. E. Woodbridge, 
the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at Columbia University, re-
marked upon in November 1918: 

Those, who have had to do with the course, are beginning to ask 
themselves if it does not constitute the elements of a liberal educa-
tion for the youth of today. [...] [I]t has awakened a consciousness 
of what we, as people, need to know if our part in the world of 
today is to be intelligent, sympathetic and liberal.27 

Two months later, following this lead, the faculty of Columbia College 
decided to convert the “war issues” course into a “peace issues” course. 
Further, in the fall of 1919, the obligatory introductory course in history 
and philosophy was replaced by the latter.28 Although the new course 
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took more than seven months to plan and eventually appeared under a 
new title, “Introduction to Contemporary Civilization,” it bore a striking 
resemblance, in the course announcements, to both the war and peace is-
sues course that had preceded it. It carried forth the historical perspective 
of the war and its causes. Two of the three course sections presented his-
tory up to the seventeenth century, but the then-current international rela-
tionships and the new role of the United States in the changing international 
landscape formed pivotal points: they were not only treated in the last sec-
tion but shaped the presentation of the earlier history, too.29

Despite its heavy reliance on its predecessors, the course was pioneer-
ing in its conceptual framework: it aimed to analyze American and Euro-
pean civilization. This new orientation appeared after the war in Europe 
had undermined the general belief in the values and institutions of the 
“progressive” world, fostering a need for them to be validated and re-
fi ned. The U.S. came to understand itself as the moral defender of Western 
Civilization, and educational institutions wanted to participate in this.30 
Thus, Columbia University created a general education course that dealt 
with contemporary international developments from a distinctly histori-
cal perspective on the basis of the earlier “War Aims” course. It conceived 
of the Atlantic-European space as coterminous with civilization and made 
it the core of any general education. This framework captured the “com-
monality between Americans and Europeans inspired by the First World 
War … the commonality between Poles and Irish, between English and 
Italians, among all of the European immigrant groups pouring into Amer-
ica” and “portrayed European civilization as a unit transcending ethnic 
borders” that fosters a common identity beyond national differences.31

It was not long before this course was implemented nationwide. As 
early as 1926, thirty-four colleges and universities had adopted Colum-
bia’s course,32 and in the mid-1920s, a slew of textbook publishing for such 
courses began.

A year-long “history of contemporary civilization” course addressed 
the social and educational needs that had been established before the war. 
For one thing, its historical perspective helped integrate immigrants and 
develop homogeneity of values among the students. Its ideal was, as Car-
olyn Lougee has pointed out, “homogenizing and normative: it socialized 
the young from whatever particularist background traditions to a uniform 
standard of thinking and behaving that ought to characterize America’s 
expanding educated class.”33

For another, it conveyed the knowledge that older courses in civic 
education and general history had covered, offering a solid historical-
political education, but now in a framework that advanced contemporary 
U.S. foreign policy interests. In addition, it took up the theoretical and 
methodological innovations formulated by “New History” and progressive 
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historians like James Harvey Robinson and Charles A. Beard. Further-
more, Columbia’s course on the history of contemporary civilization 
(and similar courses) incorporated world regions that had previously been 
neglected: extending its spatial scope far beyond Europe and the United 
States, it presented histories of the Middle and Far East, as well as Africa 
and Latin America.34

In sum, a new kind of general history emerged in the 1920s that found 
its place in interdisciplinary, introductory college courses on “civilization.” 
It resulted from a unique confi guration of social, political, and institutional 
factors: from the teaching of military training programs at the colleges dur-
ing the First World War, from shifting power relations in the postwar world 
order, as well as from the requirement for a general reform of college educa-
tion (largely caused by the infl ux of immigrant students) and innovative 
approaches in academic historiography. The presentation of civilizational 
history within this climate supported a reaffi rmation of cultural traditions. 
At the same time, it constituted a historical academic unit that reached spa-
tially from the U.S. to the Russian frontiers. In this sense, it marked the be-
ginning of the spatial expansion of history teaching.

Divergent Developments of General History Courses in the 
1940s and 1950s: “Western” and “Non-Western Civilization” 
Courses

In the following three decades, the teaching of general history at colleges all 
over the U.S. fi rmly established such history of civilization courses. Interest-
ingly, however, a transformation of the geographical span and thus also of 
the interpretation of that civilization set in. The initial courses on the “his-
tory of civilization” or “contemporary civilization” gradually metamor-
phosed into two almost opposite formats: In some cases, they narrowed to 
focus on the history of “Western Civilization,” specifi cally on historical de-
velopments in Europe. At the same time, such courses took up a transatlan-
tic perspective (of the U.S. and Western Europe) within the framework of 
“educating for democracy” based on the narrative of the rise of the West. In 
other cases, though, as area studies became popular and began to be institu-
tionalized in the 1940s and 1950s, the history of civilization courses evolved 
to focus on non-Western civilizations from these new regional perspectives. 
These courses presented extra-European history to supplement the goal of 
democratic education with “education for international understanding.”35 
Taken individually, these courses did become more focused on specifi c geo-
graphical areas, but taken all together, they presented a greatly expanded 
and globalized picture of world history.

In the former case, the transformation of the history of civilization(s) 
course into “Western Civilization” cannot be attributed to a particular 
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time or even be linked to a certain event or location. Rather, the term itself, 
“Western Civilization,” prevailed in the 1930s within historical-academic 
discourse as a designation for historical narratives of Europe—including 
its western borders. Then, in the 1940s, it also came to be associated with 
an introductory course of the same name in general history. The reasons 
this introductory course emerged are clear. First, the need to integrate new 
immigrants into American society remained, and the historical-political 
general education colleges provided continued to serve as an appropriate 
historical-political instrument: “Western civ promised to be a unifying 
and assimilative force which taught the several groups that they had a 
common and deeply rooted heritage that bound them together.”36 

Second, America’s attitudes in international relations had changed. 
Nationalism and its correlate, isolationism, had again come to dominate in 
the 1930s; the international involvement of the early 1920s had resulted in 
some disappointments, and the worldwide economic crisis had necessi-
tated some domestic political stabilization. This circumstance opened up 
space for emphasizing the nation both in the elaboration of U.S. history 
courses and in the increasingly Western focus of general history teaching.

In 1945–46, Harvard University programmatically developed an intro-
ductory history course along these lines, which would later serve as a model 
throughout the country. For several years, administrators and faculty at 
Harvard had been discussing curricular reform for Harvard College. In the 
process, they evaluated and redesigned the standard “History I” course, 
which had been a staple of the curriculum since the nineteenth century.37 
The committee in charge had recommended implementing a less specifi c 
course that would nonetheless properly suit general education require-
ments. That is, it had to fulfi ll the task of obligatory gen ed courses, aiming 
to create culturally integrated, socially committed, and politically loyal 
citizens or provide the knowledge necessary for the development of such 
citizens. The faculty adhered to this recommendation, designing a course 
called “Western Thought and Institutions,” whose objective was to de-
scribe the past in a way that would develop a “comparatively coherent 
and unifi ed background for an understanding of some of the principal 
elements in the heritage of Western civilization.”38 What this meant at 
Harvard College was similar to what it meant at most liberal arts colleges. 
Huberman and Schubert have summarized what such introductory his-
tory courses have emphasized: 

… the importance of Renaissance Italy and the histories of Britain 
and France; when they look at other powers, it is to contrast the 
development of democracy in Britain and France with the author-
itarian structures of Tsarist Russia, Bismarckian and Nazi Germany, 
and Fascist Italy, among others; the importance and values of the 
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Reformation and Protestantism; the signifi cance of the European 
imperial conquests on the rest of the world and on Europe; the 
signifi cance of Lockean and Rousseauean ideas in the develop-
ment of concepts of rights and sovereignty of the people; the im-
portance of parliamentary history in Britain and elsewhere; a 
heavy emphasis on the French Revolution and other revolutions 
leading to popular sovereignty; the signifi cance of big powers and 
their histories rather than developments in smaller countries; the 
role of labor movements and quests for voting rights among the 
middle and lower classes and women; the mercantile and indus-
trial revolutions and the importance of a capitalist economy. 39

Thus, such introductory courses presented the political concepts of free-
dom, self-determination, and civil rights, as well as the sociological com-
ponents of cultural heritage, the religious substructure, and the historical 
development of the current social and economic world. Catchwords used 
to describe such courses reinforced the understanding of their gen ed 
aims: “civic education,” “moral instruction,” “Western democracy,” and, 
to a lesser extent, “civilization.”

This thematic focus, wherein the United States was perceived as up-
holding the core values of Western civilization while Europe went astray, 
was connected with a reinterpretation of the relationship between the U.S. 
and Western Europe. By the 1930s and 1940s, Americans took special pride 
in their nation’s enduring commitment to Western civilization. Although 
the history of Western civ was still a story of progress, Europe of the twen-
tieth century was a mess. It was the United States that avoided fascism, 
that maintained capitalist values, that really embodied the best of the 
Western spirit. One way to handle the messier parts of the twentieth cen-
tury was to wonder where the rest of the West went wrong while the 
United States continued to show the true Western way.40 Thus, these 
courses no longer portrayed the U.S. as defending and preserving univer-
sal civic values that had been sparked and fl ourished in Europe but had 
been extinguished by the First World War. Rather, the United States came 
to represent the Western values that Europe had apparently turned away 
from—such as democracy and freedom linked with a capitalistic social 
order. This transformation refl ects America’s increasing historical self-
confi dence in relation to Europe. 

During the early 1940s, the experiences of the Second World War pro-
pelled the parallel development of history of civilization courses into 
extra-Western history courses. The President’s Commission on Higher 
Education explained this new need for “education for international un-
derstanding” as a direct consequence of the war and its impact on American 
foreign policy: 
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With World War II and its conclusion has come a fundamental 
shift in the orientation of American foreign policy. Owing to the 
inescapable pressure of events, the Nation’s traditional isolation-
ism has been displaced by a new sense of responsibility in world 
affairs. The need for maintaining our democracy at peace with the 
rest of the world has compelled our initiative in the formation of 
the United Nations, and America’s role in this and other agencies 
of international cooperation requires of our citizens a knowledge 
of other peoples ... such as has not hitherto been so urgent.41

In other words, the U.S. wished to play a new role on the world stage after 
the war that required a change in knowledge structures and expanded 
spatial horizons. In practice, this spatial expansion occurred in two linked 
steps. First, regional courses—those on non-European history—were in-
troduced into the curriculum. After some time, these courses led to the 
development of a more synthetic understanding of “world history,” both in 
terms of new course designs and institutional structures. In the late 1940s, 
“area studies” quickly became institutionalized in the U.S. academic system 
on a large scale, fi nancially supported by private funds and state aid alike.

However, in the early 1940s at the latest, colleges and universities 
were already beginning to turn toward non-European regional studies 
both in research and education.42 When Pearl Harbor was attacked on 
December 7, 1941, another reform of the higher education system was ini-
tiated that involved nationwide planning, conceptualization, and 
implementation. In December, the president of the American Council on 
Education (ACE), one of the larger interest groups for educational poli-
cies, commissioned a small, informal group within the council to compose 
a memorandum on teaching Asia at American high schools and colleges.

Basically, the work of this commission demonstrates how important 
developing the curriculum in this sector was.43 After additional meetings, 
two conferences, and councils at the annual meeting of the American His-
torical Association, as well as the National Council of Social Studies, the 
commission applied in February 1943 for funding from the Rockefeller 
Foundation. It was successful, gaining fi nancial support for activities that 
integrated Asia into curricula and research programs of educational insti-
tutions according to the following line of thought: “The program of Asiatic 
studies in American education needs to be related to the programs of edu-
cation about Latin America, about geopolitics, about world reconstruc-
tion, in order that full strength and support may be assured for far-sighted 
development in this country of total civic education for participation in 
world affairs. Asiatic studies are to be conceived not as goals of a pressure 
group, but as one aspect of the reconstruction of civic education in the 
light of world events and trends.”44 Furthermore, the commission argued 
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that an educated citizen desiring to act effectively and responsibly in society 
needs to know about worldwide developments and their implications for 
the role the U.S. plays in the world. At the same time, because this role is 
constitutive, the U.S. needs to produce experts on specifi c languages and 
cultures who enable it to act with commitment and effectiveness within 
the new international conditions. Therefore, study of Asia was not to be 
treated as merely a regional supplement to existing curricula, but it was to 
take a key position in historical-political education.

University education could address both of these needs by educating 
students to be future players on the international stage who could con-
structively promote U.S. interests with their knowledge of other countries 
and cultures.45 To be sure, the ACE and Rockefeller Foundation were not 
the only organizations with this agenda. In 1944, seven area committees—
including Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America—were founded by the 
“American Council of Learned Societies.” 46 

Two other initiatives were relevant to the implementation of regional 
or “areas studies” courses. One was a report by the “Committee on World 
Regions” of the Social Science Research Council published shortly after 
the council was incorporated in 1943 on the future growth of regional 
studies in the social sciences. Inspired by the war, which “had focused at-
tention as never before upon the entire world,”47 the committee noted 
that, for the U.S. to do justice to its role as a member of the UN after the 
war, Americans had to learn to respect and form an understanding of 
other nations and their peoples, cultures, and institutions. Therefore, it 
considered reform in undergraduate and graduate education, as well as 
research, necessary.48 

Then, a year later on March 15–16, 1944, social scientists, politicians en-
gaged in educational policy, and representatives of the major philanthropic 
foundations gathered at a “Conference on Area and Language Programs in 
American Universities” to discuss the future of area studies in academic 
teaching and research.49 In a concluding report, “The Future of Area Studies 
in American Universities and Colleges,” they formulated concrete sugges-
tions and procedures for anchoring regional studies in the curriculum. 

Their understanding of the educational functions such studies were 
supposed to fulfi ll motivated this initiative, and it was almost identical to 
that of the ACE’s commissions. That is, the more global role of the U.S. 
now required educated citizens who understood worldwide develop-
ments and experts in more languages and the cultures of the world for 
U.S. engagement in new areas.50 As to whether the political requirement 
was directly declared or was articulated in the sense of an “education for 
peace” is less important than the fact that, in the beginning of the 1940s 
within the educational elite, a consciousness concerning the relevance of 
the “rest of the world” for U.S. society and politics emerged. Although this 
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political need was not always directly stated (often it was subsumed un-
der a concern for an “education for peace”51), this conference as well as the 
other stated initiatives show clearly that an awareness of the relevance of 
the “rest of the world” for U.S. society and politics was growing within the 
educational elite from the early 1940s.

Despite this growing awareness, universities needed another impulse 
to prepare and actually implement new teaching models that considered 
other areas of the world in addition to the U.S. and Europe. This came in 
the 1950s in the form of grants from philanthropic foundations such as the 
Ford Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, and the Rockefeller Founda-
tion. An excellent illustration of the effect these grants had on educational 
design is Robert Redfi eld’s and Milton B. Singer’s project on India. From 
1951 on, the Ford Foundation sponsored these University of Chicago 
scholars’ research. The results were integrated a few years later into a “gen 
ed” course on “Indian Civilization” at their home institution.52 

Gustav E. von Grunebaum’s research application to the Rockefeller 
Foundation for Marshall G. S. Hodgson (University of Chicago) in 1956 
also demonstrates the impact of these foundations on teaching. Originally, 
Hodgson had proposed to write a monograph on Islamic civilization, but 
the foundation rejected the proposal on the grounds that it was far more 
important to develop teaching materials about this region.53 Although 
Hodgson received a travel scholarship enabling him to study in several 
Islamic countries for six months, he could not convince the foundation 
shortly after his return to fund him to write up all the material he collect-
ed.54 In the end, the foundation instead supported a conference at the Uni-
versity of Chicago that aimed to prepare college teaching materials on this 
topic.55 Hodgson then planned an “Islamic Civilization” course based on 
insights from this conference. In structure, it was similar to the “Chinese 
Civilization” course (designed by Herrlee G. Creel) and the above-mentioned 
“Indian Civilization” course. All three of these non-Western civilization 
courses later received fi nancial support from the Carnegie Foundation 
and were so successful at the College of the University of Chicago that, in 
1959, they became requirements in general history, which permanently 
anchored them in the curriculum.56

Yet another factor contributed to the introduction of these non-Western 
civilization courses. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the aca-
demic discipline of history, which had only emerged between 1860 and 
1890, faced a loss of status. At that time, academia was undergoing a pro-
cess of differentiation that produced new disciplines such as sociology 
and economics. These disciplines claimed to address current social and 
political problems, forcing historians to defend the value of historical 
knowledge and research. From the 1920s to roughly the 1960s, discussions 
within the AHA aptly display just how hard history was struggling to 
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position itself within the new academic environment. Allying itself more 
with the social sciences, which would entail, among other things, concen-
trating primarily on modern or even contemporary history, promised the 
historical discipline more academic prestige, more private funding, and, 
therefore, more opportunities for research and larger numbers of students. 
Allying itself with the humanities, in contrast, would allow it to adhere to 
the long-standing breadth of the fi eld and its intellectual traditions but 
would result in less support and importance.57 The confl ict of disciplinary 
identity became even more explosive in light of historical dimensions of 
area studies. When other departments outside history addressed these 
topics with social science approaches, discussion about the relevance of 
history as a discipline intensifi ed, and the distribution of materials and 
fi nancial resources turned into touchy issues. These discussions infl uenced 
the spatial expansion of history as a discipline as it converged with and 
oriented itself toward the regional foci of these area studies. Moreover, 
this expansion offered possibilities for mediation in history’s identity cri-
sis, as well as for prestige and greater funding.

From “Non-Western Civilization” to “World History” Courses

As we have seen, area studies and history began to stimulate one another, 
and regional studies and historical approaches began to work in concert, 
essentially moving toward “world history.” After World War II, the edu-
cated elite played a signifi cant role in this as they became aware of the 
strong infl uence global connections had begun to exert on society. As the 
President’s Commission on Higher Education, composed of academics, 
educational administrators and political leaders, put it:

In speed of transportation and communication and in economic 
interdependence the nations of the globe already are one world; 
the task is to secure recognition and acceptance of this oneness in 
the thinking of the people, so that the concept of one world may be 
realized psychologically, socially, and in good time politically.58

Although this idea had been articulated earlier, it was in the 1950s when it 
gained widespread acceptance. 

Historians like William H. McNeill, whom we saw at the beginning of 
this paper, and Leften S. Stavrianos were then able to develop world his-
tory courses—and get funding for them—to integrate into college curri-
cula, arguing that they gave students insight into the global nature of their 
time as well as an awareness of just how deeply the U.S. was involved 
with other countries. McNeill’s dean at the College of the University 
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of Chicago, Alan Simpson, used similar arguments when he advocated 
McNeill’s course in world history in his funding proposal to the Carnegie 
Corporation: “The present condition of the world has made some under-
standing of the whole history of the human family one of the imperatives 
of a liberal education.”59 Stavrianos—who worked at Northwestern Uni-
versity and also in Chicago—also made these claims in his proposal to the 
Carnegie Corporation, using a quotation by George L. Mosse from 1949: 
“Surely a student, in order to make intelligent political choices in our soci-
ety, must know more about Russia and about the Far East than such a 
Western Civilization course can give him.”60

Both initiatives were successful and received grants. By the academic 
year 1960/1961, Stavrianos was able to teach a course entitled “World His-
tory in Modern Times” that soon became a permanent course (though un-
der the slightly different title “World Civilizations”) in the history offerings. 
Some miles to the south, at the University of Chicago, McNeill was able to 
introduce his “World History Course” in 1964.61 Colleges had discovered 
the whole world, albeit in segments, as subject matter for “general his-
tory” as people grew ever more aware of globalization. At the same time, 
they began to address connections between separately taught areas.

In the following decades, these two different types of general educa-
tion courses (non-Western civ and world history) were taught side by 
side—and Western civ continued to be taught as well. Two factors help 
explain why they so successfully and enduringly became fi xtures in Amer-
ican education: First, both types of courses not only spatially expanded 
the historical perspective, responding to America’s needs as a world 
power and the increasing globalization of society. In fact, they also con-
veyed new historical master narratives, that is, all-encompassing interpre-
tations of the past. These historical metaècrits present models of societal 
development and make assumptions about cultural characteristics that 
create communities of belonging. Whereas Western civilization presented 
the narrative of the “rise of the West,” basically treating the “the rest of the 
world” as a counter-example to the Western story of success,62 world his-
tory conveyed the idea of cultural pluralism. These master narratives were 
one reason a broad swath of educators and shapers of educational policy 
(like the Department of War in World War I, the American Council on 
Education, or philanthropic foundations such as the Rockefeller Foundation) 
paid so much attention to these introductory courses in general history. 

A second but related factor in the successful institutionalization of the 
new courses was the development of “progressive history” within the his-
torical discipline between the 1910s and 1950s. This new trend promoted 
history teaching on the undergraduate level that went beyond mere intel-
lectual-academic knowledge transfer to achieve “outreach and public rel-
evance.” “Progressive historians” were at the forefront of both historical 
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research and teaching, combining scholarship with “wider involvement in 
reformist groups and institutions.” They saw themselves “not as elitist 
public intellectuals … but rather as scholars refl ecting and shaping his-
torical consciousness in university and public service.”63 For them, recon-
structing and interpreting the past could help the nation address 
contemporary societal challenges. Thus, they developed and constantly 
revised survey courses in Western civilization, non-Western civilization, 
and also world history that linked the present to historical master narra-
tives by interpreting it through the lens of history.

All in all, colleges in the U.S., with their general historical/political 
education, always were, and still are, central places for the transmission of 
perceptions of the past and thus for the forming of cultural self-images 
including their integration in ideas of world orders. Whoever sought to 
play a part in the forming of collective views of history, in the struggle for 
interpretive dominance of enforcement of historical narratives—hence, in 
the politics of history—strove to affect the negotiation of the shape, and 
content, of “general history” as taught at the college. 

* * *

Since the 1910s, in response to the general needs of reform in American 
undergraduate education, colleges thoroughly revised the general history 
courses in accordance with history’s strengthened position within general 
humanistic education. With curricular innovations during World War I, 
these courses became the institutional anchor for history teaching as part 
of general education programs. From then on, this history teaching under-
went a winding but nevertheless steady process of spatial expansion until 
world history courses were developed and implemented, particularly af-
ter the spread of non-Western civilization courses during the late 1940s 
and 1950s. Taken together, the very different forms general history courses 
took, including those on Western civilization, mirrored not only transfor-
mations in American society, international politics, and the educational 
needs of a global power but also people’s ever growing awareness of the 
transnationalization and globalization of their world—a world character-
ized by cross-cultural interactions, dependencies, and hierarchies of power 
and infl uence.64 General history courses offered a venue for trying out and 
establishing transnational and global historical perspectives in reaction to 
the concrete experience of living in a world deeply linked across cultural 
and political borders. Added to that, the reconstruction of parts of this 
development undertaken here highlights three often ignored dimensions 
of the history of transnational and world history courses: First, Western 
civilization and world history courses are much more intertwined than is 
often acknowledged, being, in fact, part of a more general transformation 
of history teaching at colleges. Second, although this process of curricular 
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change leading to the emergence of world history courses accelerated af-
ter the end of World War II, its origins lie in developments that extend 
back to the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century. And third, this pro-
cess was stimulated by social and political factors, that is, by national needs 
and global developments that characterize the twentieth century: increas-
ing cross-cultural interconnectedness and the U.S. hegemony in geopoli-
tics. Since the teaching and writing of history mirror the social, cultural, 
political, and economic conditions within which they occur, transnational 
and world historical perspectives refl ect and are part of wider processes of 
transnational entanglements and global integration.
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