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Conference and Workshop Reports 
 
“New Approaches to Migration Research: German-Americans in 
Comparative Perspective.” 
 

Conference at the Texas A&M University, College Station, Texas, April 22-24, 
1997. Conveners: Wolfgang Helbich and Walter Kamphoefner. 
 
The efforts of historians on both sides of the Atlantic to explore the 
intricate history of German settlement and heritage in the United States 
were continued with this conference. Bringing together senior scholars 
with younger researchers, Wolfgang Helbich of the Ruhr University in 
Bochum and Walter Kamphoefner of Texas A&M University planned a 
program that aimed to place German-Americans in comparative 
perspectives. The seventeen participants had been asked both to 
present a paper and to give a comment, a format that contributed to the 
intense working atmosphere of the meeting. Local support for the 
conference was provided by the George Bush School of Government and 
Public Policy and the Texas A&M Departments of History, International 
Studies, Political Science, Sociology, and Modem Languages. 

In the first panel, Georg Fertig (University of Münster) and Simone A. 
Wegge (Lake Forest College) reviewed the main theses and hypotheses 
of recent discussions on the motives leading to emigration: the rejection 
of a simple dichotomy of “push” and “pull” factors; the relativity of 
explanations based on overpopulation, low income, and kinship 
networks; and the emphasis on chain migration and information 
systems across the Atlantic and within the areas of new settlement. 
Outling his micro-historical study on Göbrichen in Baden, an emigration 
village that offered quantifiable sources, Fertig focused on the local 
incentives to emigrate based on a network of information. Wegge also 
relied on an immense set of data from the villages of Hessen-Kassel in 
her attempt to combine the arguments of economists on the “utility 
maximum problem” and those of historians. Her  
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results validated both the relative income and the information 
hypothesis and led to a debate about the ability to differentiate between 
economic and other factors that effect emigration. 

The following panel explored the political world of emigrants in the 
United States. Willi Paul Adams of the Free University Berlin took up the 
concept of “ethnic politicians” and applied it to two German-Americans 
who served in Congress around 1880: Lorenz Brentano, a Republican 
from Chicago, and Peter Victor Deuster, a Democrat from Milwaukee. 
Adams rejected the notion that these German-Americans were 
motivated by monolithic ethnic interests. Based on a collective 
biography approach, Walter Kamphoefner compared German and Irish 
mayors in fourteen of the largest cities in the United States between 
1820 and 1980. Kamphoefner warned against making generalizations 
about the differences between the two groups and elaborated more 
subtle distinctions, such as the Germans’ success with educational 
issues and alcohol regulation and Irish accomplishments with regard to 
low-level patronage jobs. Michael Wala (University of Erlangen) focused 
on the Weimar Republic to investigate efforts to revitalize German 
ethnic identity in the United States after World War I. He described 
some of the conflicting attempts made by the Culture Department of the 
German Foreign Office and the Reichswehr on the one side, and the 
German diplomats in the United States and institutions for the 
promotion of German-American exchange on the other side. 

The second day of the conference concentrated on problems of the 
nineteenth century. Wolfgang Helbich investigated the motivational 
structures and the inter- and intra-ethnic conflicts of German-born 
Union soldiers during the Civil War. The paper allowed some insights 
into his current project with Walter Kamphoefner to publish an 
annotated edition of German Civil War letters. While there were striking 
contradictions in the collective images of German soldiers, the German 
units as a whole were affected by ethnic tensions and marked by self-
separation without showing any significant sign of patriotic effusions. 
Consequently, Helbich was skeptical about the use of the term 
“Americanization” for the German soldiers; he also preferred the term 
“pluralistic ethnic competition” to “nativism” for characterizing the 
often hostile social context. Russell A. Kazal (University of 
Pennsylvania) presented his research on German-Americans in two 
Philadelphia neighborhoods, Kensington and Germantown. 
Reappraising 
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the concept of assimilation, Kazal carefully elaborated the argument 
that around 1900, German-Americans found a new identity as “old-
stock Americans.” They felt as a part of the “old immigrant” group of 
northwestern Europeans who now socially mixed among the English, 
Irish, and American-born population and distanced themselves from the 
“new immigrants” arriving mainly from southern and eastern Europe. 
Kazal emphasized the accompanying racial discourses that led to a 
rallying of the “old immigrants” under the common rubric “white.” 
Ethnicity as a constructed category was also the topic of Tobias 
Brinkmann (Free University Berlin), as he illuminated the situation of 
German Jews in Chicago from 1840 to 1918. Brinkmann considered 
“Germanness” “Jewishness,” and “Americanness” as overlapping but 
divergent fields of identity. He provided examples from the use of 
language, the social and associational life, the spiritual movement, and 
the attitude of Jews from Germany during the Civil War. 

The following panel, devoted to the role of religion in the process of 
German emigration and immigrant life in the United States, did justice 
to Reinhard R. Doerries’ (University of Erlangen) strong plea to 
integrate faith and church as non-quantifiable factors into any analysis 
of emigration. Doerries highlighted the persistence of confessional 
disputes among German immigrants and the effects of religious 
affiliations on educational efforts, the Vereinswesen, and the chance to 
gain financial support from denominational groups. The immense 
potential of new insights that can be achieved by combining emigration 
research with recent scholarship on the history of church and religion 
was shown by Kathleen Neils Conzen (University of Chicago) in a 
fascinating paper on “Immigrant Religion and the Public Sphere: The 
German Catholic Milieu in America.” Conzen discussed the ability of 
religion, in particular Catholicism, to structure migratory, adaptive, and 
political processes. It became clear that Catholicism, both on the 
individual level and in organizational form, heavily influenced the deci-
sion to emigrate and produced Catholic migration chains. Moreover, 
German Catholics reproduced the socio-religious milieu they had 
experienced on the old continent in the United States. Of particular 
interest were also observations on the Catholic use of the Democratic 
Party against state centralization. 
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The vast number of regional and micro-historical studies currently 

being pursued was reflected in the program of the final conference day. 
Anne Aengenvoort (University of Bonn) presented results of her new 
research on German settlement in Ohio. The dominating influence of 
local and denominational ties on the decision to emigrate became as 
obvious as the “self selectivity” of settlement that followed patterns 
based on religion and local origins rather than a common ethnic German 
identity. As part of a larger interdisciplinary project, Myron Gutmann 
and Sara Pullum from the University of Texas at Austin discussed how 
immigrant and native farmers in the Great Plains differed with regard to 
settlement trends and farming practices. 

Dirk Hoerder (University of Bremen) opened the discussion for 
another comprehensive view of the interconnectedness of emigration, 
immigration, and internal migration in universal, cross-continental 
comparison. Emphasizing the work-in-progress character and the 
intention to stimulate further research, Hoerder proposed the use of the 
term “diaspora” for a new conceptualization of the multidirectional 
migration from German territories and social ties over space and time 
that would abandon a German-centered perspective. This stimulating 
approach provoked a lively discussion on the implications of the term 
“diaspora.” 

“Prescriptions and Perceptions of Labor and Family among Ethnic 
Groups in the Nineteenth-Century American Middle West” was the topic 
of John Gjerde from the University of California at Berkeley. Utilizing a 
highly original approach, Gjerde pointed out that women and children 
were strongly involved in German farming practices, as opposed to 
those of other European and American-born farmers. He also made 
clear how depictions of the time are interwoven with value judgements 
about proper household relations, discipline, and gender structures 
within the home. These contemporary accounts represent distinct 
narratives by which both the immigrants and the American-born 
population reinforced ethnic boundaries and conflicting political 
assumptions. Donald A. DeBatts (Flinders University, Adelaide, 
Australia) presented three case studies conducted with the use of poll 
books, records of elections by voice, from the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Representing a rural, a mercantile, and an industrial 
context, respectively, these case studies demonstrated a peculiar 
inconsistency of electoral participation and partisanship among the 
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German population, a generally low voting turnout, and a certain 
reluctance to engage in politics. DeBatts renewed the demand not to 
overrate social motives but to recognize political attitudes as leading 
forces in the behavior of immigrants. 

The final panel returned to questions of racial discrimination and 
language as key areas where ethnicity continues to be negotiated in 
society. Gabriela F. Arredondo (University of Chicago) delineated the 
ambiguous place of Mexican-Americans in Chicago from 1916 to 1935. 
As she convincingly explained, sexual politics and competition between 
Mexican and Polish men over Polish women, who were seen as an 
incarnation of “white” female beauty, reflected the quest for racial 
acceptance. However, there were also strong tendencies among 
Mexicans to unify their own communities and neglect the formal 
advantages of becoming American citizens. Paul Fessler (Texas A&M 
University) stressed the importance of comparisons by remapping the 
bilingual educational structures of German-American communities one 
hundred years ago and taking up the current debate about this issue as 
it relates to the Hispanic population in the United States. Fessler saw an 
acceptable solution not in “transitional bilingual education” but in the 
“two-way partial immersion model”—that has, in fact, a precedent in 
the German-English programs before 1900. The stimulating debate 
about this proposal demonstrated that historians need to follow current 
debates to sharpen their analytical consciousness and that everyday 
politics cannot renounce historical reflection on ethnic diversity. 

 
Andreas W. Daum 


