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“A Search for Genius in Weimar Germany: The Abraham Lincoln Stiftung and 
American Philanthropy.” 

Workshop at the GHI, January 19, 1999. Convener: Philipp Gassert (GHI). 

Malcolm Richardson (National Endowment for the Humanities) presented a paper on the 

Abraham Lincoln Stiftung (ALS), a German foundation financed by the American 

Rockefeller Foundation. Based on new archival findings, he drew an impressive picture 

of its short history between 1927 and 1934, revealing a hitherto forgotten part of German-

American cultural relations during the Weimar Republic. As Richardson showed, the 

ALS aimed at educational reform and the democratization of the ill-fated Weimar 

Republic by promoting young German artists, educators, and writers to become future 

political and intellectual leaders. 

The origin of the ALS was part and parcel of the politics of Rockefeller 

philanthropists to aid the cause of international reconciliation in the wake of World War 

I. International understanding, according to the Rockefeller Foundation, was based on an 

educational system that abandoned national prejudices and sentiments. Not surprisingly, 

it was liberal educators, scientists, and intellectuals who were recruited by the ALS in 

Germany to select grant recipients. Independence from governmental interference seemed 

to guarantee the success of this visionary experiment, which aimed to introduce a private 

initiative into the statist and highly centralized German educational system. 

Richardson was able to trace the names of the circa 60 grant recipients and 133 

unsuccessful candidates whom the directors of the ALS had considered. Most of them 

were involved in educational projects, in the movement for international reconciliation, 

and in the youth movement. Several recipients joined the resistance to the new regime 

after 1933. The ambitious goal to reform the German educational system did not become 

reality because of 1) the changed political conditions, 2) the reorganization of the 

Rockefeller Foun- 
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dation itself, and 3) financial difficulties—circumstances that the ALS did not master. 

Nevertheless, according to Richardson, the ALS did not fail. In tracing the careers of the 

grantees he stated that the ALS succeeded in recruiting a wide cross-section of 

Germany‘s intellectual elite to serve as advisers, nominators, and trustees, and that the 

selected recipients represented some of the most promising young scholars, political 

leaders, and educational reformers. Among those who left Germany or survived the Nazi 

terror, several played important roles in the postwar restoration of German universities 

and intellectual life. 

The lecture was followed by two comments. Eckhardt Fuchs (GHI) suggested several 

approaches to embedding the history of the ALS in a broader historical context. In 

particular, he integrated the ALS into a continuous process of German-American 

academic cooperation since the beginning of the century that, although interrupted by war 

and Germany‘s isolation, never ceased to exist. He also pointed out major shifts that 

occurred in mutual cooperation during this time. Jochen Kirchhoff (Munich Center for 

the History of Science and Technology, and German-American Center for Visiting 

Scholars) introduced the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial Foundation and its 

program for the promotion of social sciences as another example of American 

philanthropy and cultural engagement in Germany since the mid-1920s. Both 

commentators agreed that only further investigation could help us answer the question of 

whether the ALS succeeded in spreading democratic values among German youth and 

young intellectuals. 

All three contributors provoked a lively discussion directed by the chair of the 

workshop, Frank Trommer (University of Pennsylvania). The twenty participants not 

only took up many of the questions raised by the speakers but also suggested ideas for the 

broader account that Richardson intends to publish in the future. 
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