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“Politics and Propaganda: New Approaches to German American 
Relations, 1933-1945.” 
 
Panel at the Annual Conference of the Society of Historians of American 
Foreign Relations (SHAFR), Georgetown University, Washington, D.C., June 
22, 1997. Participants: Philipp Gassert, Michaela Hönicke, Detlef Junker (chair), 
Frank Ninkovich, Alex Shannon. 
 
In his introductory remarks, Detlef Junker (GHI Washington) reminded 
the audience that the struggle between the National Socialist Third 
Reich and the United States was a defining moment in modem American 
history, transforming not only American society but also America’s 
outlook on the world. Franklin D. Roosevelt, in his public debates with 
the isolationist majority in the years preceding the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor, developed the major components of U.S. global policies in the 
twentieth century. Warning against the impending world domination by 
an enemy power, Roosevelt defined U.S. national interests in a global 
context, including not only traditional principles of free trade and an 
open world economy, but also global definitions of freedom and self-
determination, as well as a new understanding of America's security. 

From the German point of view, the mutual relationship was even 
more central to the development of Germany’s domestic and foreign 
affairs. It was the United States that helped to found the liberal 
democracies of Weimar and Bonn, provided the crucial support for the 
process of peaceful unification in 1989–90, and also frustrated the 
imperial ambitions of the German elites in two world wars. 
Summarizing the scholarly debate over the past decades, Junker 
concluded that the three papers presented at the session take advantage 
of the most recent developments in international history by using 
culture, ideology, images and popular perceptions, and the creation and 
transformation of memory to shed new light on German-American 
relations in the era of World War II. 

In his paper entitled “Chaos, Conflict, and Confrontation: Nazi Propa-
ganda in the United States, 1933-1939,” Alex Shannon (Madison, 
Wisconsin) argued that the existing literature on Nazi movements in the 
United States places too much emphasis on German plans and 
intentions while  
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devoting too little space to the American political culture in which the 
activities of Nazi propagandists took place. “An American penchant for 
sensationalism,” both in the press and among politicians, as well as “an 
almost obsessive fear of radical conspiracies,” led many Americans to 
believe that a small band of several hundred Nazis posed a major threat 
to the security of the United States. American reactions to the violations 
of human rights as well as the persecution of Jews and other minorities 
in the Third Reich stood at the beginning of an American “brown scare.” 
It immediately put Nazi propagandists on the defensive, undermining 
their efforts directed at the American public. 

Well-publicized meetings and marches organized by American Nazi 
groups led to a backlash that culminated in the congressional 
investigations of the mid-1930s (the Dickstein and Dies committees). 
Shannon placed these developments in the context of similar events, 
which were usually directed against the Left, like the “red scare” of 
1919, the Fish committee of 1930, and McCarthyism in the 1950s. In 
conclusion, Shannon argued that, although the Nazis were persistent in 
their efforts to influence American public opinion until shortly before 
Pearl Harbor, they never operated effectively within the United States. 
Above all, they were never a serious threat to American democracy, as 
some scholars have argued. Nazi propaganda was at best ineffective, at 
worst destructive. 

The second paper, “Why Do Germans So Easily Forfeit Their Free-
dom? Psychological Interpretations of Nazism in Wartime America,” by 
Michaela Hönicke (Free University Berlin), analyzed the controversial, 
well-informed, and often sophisticated debate on Germany within 
governmental circles as well as among the American public. Hönicke 
argued that psychologically inspired studies on Germany, which too 
often have been dismissed as marginal or abstruse, enjoyed a 
widespread appeal and present some of the most “fascinating and 
illuminating wartime attempts to understand and represent the 
‘German problem.’” They raised the ambiguous nature of the American 
wartime approach to the Third Reich—which was best captured in the 
metaphor of disease—to a more explicit level. With their language of 
deviance and illness, they could disparage, denigrate, and characterize 
the enemy. At the same time, they addressed the desire to find an 
adequate “diagnosis” of the German problem and expressed the 
confidence that it could be “cured.” Whereas most Americans 
maintained a differentiation between 
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the Nazi leadership and the majority of the German people, most of the 
psychologists who published in the field seemed to agree that National 
Socialist ideology was deeply rooted in German history and culture and 
would be difficult, if not impossible, to remedy. Within the American 
government, the Office of War Information (OWI) represented the first 
approach, whereas the War Department, which prevailed in the internal 
bureaucratic struggle, emphasized the popular support for Nazism in 
Germany. In the end, this ambivalence toward the German people would 
never be resolved. As Hönicke showed in her paper, American observers 
in Germany in 1945-such as Saul K. Padover, who, in his published 
accounts of his experiences in Germany, stressed his disillusion with, 
disgust with, and scorn for the German people—nevertheless 
recommended a much more optimistic and benevolent attitude toward 
their superiors. 

Looking at mutual perceptions from the German point of view, 
Philipp Gassert (GHI Washington) presented a paper entitled “’Almost 
Like People From Another Planet’: Ordinary Germans View the United 
States, 1939–1941.” Analyzing the regime’s own popular opinion 
surveys as well as reports prepared by exile groups, Gassert argued 
that, in contrast to the anti-American propaganda campaigns of the 
regime, which tried to build on century-old stereotypes of the United 
States, many Germans came to a realistic assessment of the overall 
military situation and understood the impact of the American entry into 
World War II. Although ordinary Germans tended to share many of the 
prejudices of the propagandists, the specter of an American intervention 
in World War II was looming large over the German war effort and 
dominated German discussions between 1939 and 1941. Two collective 
experiences were critical in determining such a “realist” perception of 
the United States: first, the “lessons of 1917,” meaning the decisive 
impact of the American entry on the outcome of World War I; and 
second, the “Americanism debate” of the 1920s, which had firmly es-
tablished the image of the United States as the world’s most advanced 
society and an economic powerhouse. Ironically, the German leadership 
seemed to have shared many of the concerns of the general population. 
In 1944/45, the “American myth” that Nazi propaganda had hoped to 
destroy was alive and well among the younger generation. Although the 
circumstances had changed, the situation resembled that of the 1920s, 
when Germany was divided between those who promoted the 
Americanization of 
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Germany and those who rejected Americanism because it seemed to 
undermine Germany’s indigenous culture. It was the breakdown of the 
National Socialist order, however, that paved the way for a new phase of 
cooperation between Germany and the United States. 

In his commentary, Frank Ninkovich (St. John’s University, New York) 
placed the three papers into the context of the larger debate about 
culture and international relations. What is the relevance of this new 
body of research with respect to the analysis of power politics and 
conflicts among nations, both of which have been considered the 
centerpiece of diplomatic history? Taking the example of Shannon’s 
paper, Ninkovich asked what impact Nazi propaganda in the United 
States had on the decision-making process within the American 
government? How might propaganda have been deployed more 
effectively, and what does it tell us about the propagandists themselves? 
Can we define propaganda as an effort to tilt the international flow of 
communication? Was Nazi propaganda in the United States ineffective, 
or was it only counterproductive? 

Addressing Gassert’s contribution, Ninkovich underscored that 
mutual perceptions between Germany and the United States present a 
prime example of a history of cultural misunderstanding, because 
Germans and Americans drew diametrically opposing conclusions from 
the World War I experience. Whereas Germans seemed to emerge as 
realists perceiving the global role of the United States actually before 
the fact, Americans were still debating what the “lessons of 1917” had 
been and what their role in world politics should be. Furthermore, two 
cultures seemed to exist within Germany. National Socialist Germany 
was not as monolithic as it might have been perceived from the outside. 
In this respect, the German case resembled Japan, where nationalist and 
internationalist sentiments were always in conflict with one another. 

In his comments on Hönicke’s paper, Ninkovich stressed the fact that 
the psychoanalytical approach was a sign of the times. However, what 
was the political relevance of the discourse about Germany and what 
does it tell us about postwar planning and the American occupation 
regime? Furthermore, the usage of the disease metaphor during World 
War II seemed to be markedly different from, for example, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s application of similar language in his famous 1937 
Quarantine Speech. Finally, as we know from the existing research on 
Japan, the rapid transformation of the 
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image of the American enemy in 1945 was accomplished ideologically. 
Did a similar development take place in postwar Berlin? 

In conclusion, Ninkovich noted that the new cultural history has in-
jected a strand of optimism into a field that always used conflict as its 
point of departure. The final discussion centered on those issues, 
particularly on the question of what the meaning of culture for the study 
of German-American relations in the era of World War II could be. 

 
Philipp Gassert 

 
 

“Universities in Medieval Society.” 
 
Conference at the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C., September 
18–20,1997. Conveners: William J. Courtenay and Jürgen Miethke. 
 
The impact of late medieval society on the internal structures of 
universities and the influence universities and their graduates exercised 
in that society are topics that have received greater attention among 
historians in recent years. The trend toward approaching university 
history from the standpoint of social history has been particularly 
strong in Europe and has led to a number of publications that have 
transformed the research field of late medieval and pre-Reformation 
education. Some of the major contributors to that discussion have been 
American and German scholars, many of whom knew each other only 
through their published work. To correct that deficiency and to bring 
about greater cooperation and interaction between those two groups of 
scholars, a conference on universities in medieval society was organized 
under the auspices of the German Historical Institute in Washington. 

Planned almost two years earlier, the conference brought together a 
group of prominent German and American scholars working in the field 
of university history. The purpose of the meeting was to explore the 
social dimension of medieval universities, both the social and 
geographical background of students at various universities as well as 
the impact of university education on careers, secular and ecclesiastical 
government, urban institutions, and royal and princely courts. It gave an 
opportunity to 


