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GERMAN-JEWISH IDENTITIES IN AMERICA: FROM THE CIVIL 
WAR TO THE PRESENT 

Christof Mauch  

Conference at the Max Kade Institute for German-American Studies at the University 
of Wisconsin at Madison, October 26-28, 2000. Co-Sponsored by the Max Kade 
Institute for German-American Studies and the George L. Mosse & Laurence A. 
Weinstein Center for Jewish Studies, as well as the Department of German and the 
Center for Humanities, both of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Conveners: 
Christof Mauch (GHI) and Joseph C. Salmons (University of Wisconsin-Madison). 
Participants: Tobias Brinkmann (University of Leipzig); Mary Devitt (Max Kade 
Institute); Henry L. Feingold (Graduate School, CUNY / Jewish Resource Center, 
Baruch College); Karla Goldman (Jewish Women's Archive); Gerhard Grytz 
(University of Nevada); Leah Hagedorn (Tulane University); Mitchell Hart (Florida 
International University); Karen Jankowsky (University of Wisconsin-Madison); 
Bobbie Malone (Wisconsin State Historical Society); Tony Michaels (University of 
Wisconsin-Madison); Cora Lee Nollendorfs (University of Wisconsin-Madison); Anke 
Ortlepp (University of Bonn); Derek Penslar (University of Toronto); Marc Silbermann 
(University of Wisconsin-Madison); David Sorkin (University of Wisconsin-Madison); 
Cornelia Wilhelm (University of Munich).  

A century ago the major issue for those who wrote about the history of German Jews 
in America was the identification of ancestors, the tracing of family roots overseas, 
and focus on individual biographies. During the course of the twentieth century, 
when scholars discussed social issues of immigration, they refined and redefined the 
older concepts of the "melting pot" and "automatic assimilation." The original models 
were replaced by more sophisticated ones that concentrated on political, social, and 
cultural factors, especially on "ethnic identity" and "ethnicization." Since then, studies 
on regions, cities, and neighborhoods have provided historians with insights into the 
complex mechanisms that made it possible for immigrants to shape their fate, 
transform their social environment, retain some autonomy, and define and stabilize 
their identity. This conference on "German-Jewish Identities in America" profited from 
such trends in research. Participants focused on the creation, recreation, and 
negotiation of a complex set of interlocking linguistic, national, regional, religious, and 
ethnic identities. Although the conference had a historical focus it benefited from 
insights gained by immigrant, ethnic, and urban studies. Many papers focused on 
regions and time periods that have rarely been studied in the past.  



 

Henry Feingold gave the keynote lecture on "German Jewry and the American-Jewish 
Synthesis." Feingold argued that American-Jewish history has been much 
misunderstood. Contrary to accepted belief, there was much more continuity and 
convergence between German Jews who had emigrated earlier and Eastern European 
Jews who followed later. Feingold pointed out that the commonalities and tensions 
between German and Eastern Jews show up in the humor sparked by meetings 
between the two. German Jews were the first to arrive and therefore the first to 
confront the challenges of the American milieu, which posed a threat to the Jewish 
ethos. The German Jews contributed to the permissiveness and liberal political culture 
of twentieth-century America. Eastern European Jews, who arrived at the turn of the 
century, adopted and redefined the German Jews' path, leading toward further 
secularization of Jewish culture. It was only after the Holocaust that the terms of the 
German-Jewish interaction with America came to be questioned. Feingold pondered 
the fact that the Holocaust left American Jewry with a demographic cultural gap that 
has not been filled. In the nineteenth century, Jews from central Europe contributed 
greatly to America's culture but "no one knows," as Feingold concluded, "where the 
next biological infusion is going to come from."  

In her paper on Jews and Gentiles in the American South, Leah Hagedorn described 
the emergence of a complex type of anti-Semitism that had its roots in localism and in 
the Confederacy's traditional values (in some cases misconceptions) of duty and social 
order. During the course of the Civil War the term Jewish became increasingly 
associated with parasitic economic activity and with itinerancy (the Yankee peddler 
and the Wandering Jew). Newspapers emphasized the otherness of Jews and 
questioned their loyalty, and by the spring of 1863 Southern attitudes toward Jews 
took on an even more threatening character when Southern women raided Jewish 
stores in a Georgia town. Most Jews thought it best to remain silent. By the end of the 
war, however, the meaning of the word "Jew" had changed so much that Southern 
Jews avoided it as a self-reference for the remainder of the nineteenth century.  

The focus of Anke Ortlepp's paper was Jewish charities in the Midwest. Ortlepp 
studied the mission and activities of societies such as widow's and orphan associations 
as well as relief societies, founded in the second half of the nineteenth century with the 
goal of providing financial and material help to Jewish newcomers in Milwaukee. She 
emphasized that, by the turn of the century, these societies grew from the small 
voluntary groups of the mid nineteenth century into larger agencies with professional 
fundraising methods and a college-educated staff of social workers. While retaining 
their unique religious identity these charities played a major role in the integration of 
a steady stream of Jewish immigrants from Germany and other European countries. 
Ortlepp's study was complemented by Karla Goldman's comparative paper on 
"Patterns of Philanthropy" wherein the activities of nineteenth-century women's 
societies in both Germany and the United States was discussed.  



In his study on German-speaking Jews in the Arizona of the second half of the 
nineteenth century, Gerhard Grytz argued that German-Jewish merchants and 
German-Gentile artisans were not as divided as had been assumed. Together, they 
formed a group of Germans - though only a three percent minority - that enhanced the 
early socioeconomic development of the Arizona Territory with their skills and 
economic ability. Along with other ethnic groups the "Arizona Germans" played a 
substantial part in creating a unique regional form of "Creole Culture" in the American 
Southwest that was neither the product of a Turnerian confrontation between the 
individual and the frontier environment nor the result of assimilation to "dominant" 
Anglo-American values.  

In his paper on German Jews in Chicago, Tobias Brinkmann traced the history of 
Jewish community building between 1847 and 1923 in America's fastest growing city. 
Brinkmann contended that after 1847 Jews in the United States organized their 
communities increasingly around ethnic rather than religious terms. Jewish 
immigrants lamented the loss of close-knit Jewish Gemeinschaft and praised, 
sometimes in the same breath, the unique possibilities in the United States to form 
new Jewish communities. Brinkmann's paper analyzed both the "centrifugal" and 
"centripetal" forces that influenced community-building in the city. Jewish immigrants 
had close relationships with other German-speaking immigrants and some of them 
helped organize the short-lived German "umbrella" community. But the Jewish 
community was never a part of the German one. Brinkmann questioned the bipolar 
model of interpreting modern Jewish history. He asserted that "assimilation" led not to 
the disintegration but rather to the transformation of Jewish "community" into what 
Arthur Ruppin characterized as a "new milieu."  

Cornelia Wilhelm analyzed what constituted the first and largest national American-
Jewish organization in the nineteenth century in her paper on the Independent Order 
of B'nai B'rith. This organization provided a platform for socializing and support as 
well as a network of communication for American Jews. Created in 1843 as a fraternal 
lodge, B'nai B'rith reached out to people from different backgrounds of race, class, and 
ethnicity, while at the same time preaching practical Judaism and a message of 
universalism. Wilhelm interpreted B'nai B'rith as a modern organization that helped 
replace old-fashioned ideas of community by establishing a new corporate framework 
and an identity that combined elements of Jewish with American symbolism and 
rhetoric. Thus, B'nai B'rith became the vehicle for a new self-awareness and civic 
Jewish identity and contributed to the establishment of a new brand of civil American-
Jewish religion.  

In a paper titled "Brahmin Philanthropists" Derek Penslar assessed the leadership 
style, operating methods, and goals of the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (JDC), particularly in the interwar period. The JDC was the most powerful 
Jewish philanthropy in the United States and the second wealthiest in the world (a 



 

close second to the London-based Jewish Colonization Association). Penslar argued 
that, although the JDC's hierarchical managerial style caused friction with American 
Zionists, the goals of the JDC and American Zionism overlapped considerably. His 
examination of the JDC's activities in Palestine and Eastern Europe revealed that the 
JDC was viscerally linked to the Zionist project.  

German scientific literature, and the theme of America as the place of Jewish 
regeneration - both physical and spiritual - was the topic of a paper by Mitchell Hart. 
Whereas American-Jewish social scientists largely accepted the standard 
contemporary image of the modern Jew as "degenerate," they sought to prove through 
science that the American environment would have a "civilizing" effect on the Jewish 
body and mind. Jews would literally thrive in New York and elsewhere, if allowed to 
enjoy the political and social freedoms associated with the New World. Hart focused 
on the reciprocity between scientific studies produced in Germany and the United 
States in the first decades of the twentieth century, the role of German science in 
shaping a particular kind of American-Jewish social science, and the politics that 
drove it. Hart's paper was followed by Bobbie Malone's a presentation on the role of 
Russians and of the Reform movement within the framework of Southern Zionism in 
1890s New Orleans.  

The papers by Harley Erdman and Thomas Kovach focused on literary and cultural 
studies. Kovach analyzed a theater play, and Erdman discussed the 
disproportionately large contributions of Jews to the growth and development of 
modern American theater and show business. He demonstrated that the Jewish 
presence in American show business has developed a corollary narrative: its impact 
and influence was largely Eastern European in origin, tied to the massive wave of 
Jewish immigration to the United States between 1881 and 1917. Although this 
understanding might make sense at first glance - numerous charismatic performers 
came from Eastern Europe - Erdman argued that this interpretation overlooks the 
historical contributions of the German-Jewish community. He showed that from the 
mid-1890s, Germans Jews had already become a central force in theater-related 
enterprises, including songwriting and song publishing. Around the turn of the 
century a generation of German Jews transformed the American theatrical landscape 
into what we today call "Broadway" or "show business." Erdmann concluded that 
"Germans" were vital to the theatrical life of late nineteenth-century New York, with 
their ethnic theaters, variety halls, and cabaret-like beer gardens. They had a broader 
impact on the Jewish cultural life of twentieth-century America than has usually been 
acknowledged.  

Thomas Kovach evaluated Alfred Uhry's Tony Award-winning play "The Last Night 
of Ballyhoo" in light of historical research on Jewish life in the South. The play mirrors 
the tensions between older German-Jewish families in the South and more recent 
arrivals. Kovach argued that the tensions between German Jews and Ostjuden 



replicated the tensions between eastern and western Jews within Germany and 
Austria during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

In a paper that triggered a lively discussion Monika Schmid presented the findings of 
her study on language use and language loss of Jews who left Germany during the 
Nazi regime and afterward lived in England or the United States. Schmid's research 
was based on interviews with Düsseldorf-born emigrants who were between six and 
thirty years old when they left Germany. Her work showed that the breakdown of 
identity (whether Jewish or German) suffered by some immigrants was so deep that it 
led to the complete adoption of British or American English as their own language. 
Schmid linked the loss of the first language to life-threatening experiences, although 
the breakdown of a language system after sixty years of non-use or restricted use, was 
to a large degree determined by personal attitudes.  

Among the highlights of the conference were two film screenings by independent 
filmmakers Ruth Goldman of the University of Wisconsin-Madison and Manfred 
Kirchheimer of New York. Goldman presented her documentary in progress "And 
These Were Jews," a portrait of the highly assimilated, upper-class German-American 
Jewish Community of Cincinnati in the interwar period. On the last night of the 
conference Kirchheimer showed his film "We Were So Beloved: The German-Jews of 
Washington Heights, New York," a much-acclaimed documentary that examines the 
experiences of German-Jewish refugees who fled their country in the 1930s and settled 
in the Washington Heights area of New York City. Having been assimilated in 
Germany, the refugees found themselves suddenly living exclusively among Jews for 
the first time and were called "more German than Jewish." The film clearly showed 
that these people who had lost so much became secure and patriotic Americans. In 
frank conversation they discussed the trauma of leaving their homeland, the 
difficulties of adapting to life in the United States, the relief and remorse of having 
escaped the Holocaust, and the moral and emotional implications of that survival.  

In sum, the conference, which was attended by a large audience of students, scholars, 
and the interested public, shed new light on the confluence of Jewish, German, and 
American cultures, and added immeasurably to our understanding of how America's 
open and relentlessly secularizing society transformed both traditional Jewish 
existence and America's self-understanding - a process that is still very much 
underway. 
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