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The papers presented at the conference will be published by the German Historical 

Institute and Cambridge University Press under the title: "Cultural Transfer: German 

Migrations in a Comparative Perspective." 

 Jörg Nagler 

 

E. "Political Philosophy. The Influence of German Emigrants on American Political 

Thought after World War II: Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss." University of 

Colorado, Boulder, September 11–13, 1991. Conveners: Peter Graf Kielmansegg and 

Horst Mewes. 

 

Panelists and papers presented: 

Bonnie Honig, "'In the Beginning All the World was America': Hannah Arendt and the 

Quest for Political Space." 

Helmut Dubiel, "Hannah Arendt and the Theory of Democracy." Ernst Vollrath, "Hannah 

Arendt: A German-American Jewess Views the U.S.A.-and Looks back to Germany." 

George Kateb, "Remarks on Arendt and Democracy." 

Timothy Fuller, "Reflections on Leo Strauss and American Education." Jürgen Gebhardt, 

"Leo Strauss. The Quest for Truth in Times of Perplexity." 

Alfons Söllner, "Leo Strauss. German Origins and American Impact." Robert B. Pippin, 

"The Modern World of Leo Strauss." 

 

The conference treated a major theme in the German Historical Institute's work on the 

history of German emigration to the United States, that of the work and impact of 

German refugee scholars in the United States. It thus covered questions that had been 

previously raised at a conference organized by the Institute in December 1988 on the 

topic "German-Speaking Refugee Historians in the United States from 1933 to the 

1970s," and at the same time enlarged the field of inquiry by adding to it the subject of 

political theory as an area of German scholarly influence in the United States. The 

proceedings focused on the work of the political philosophers Hannah Arendt and Leo 

Strauss, who, although they differed strongly from one another, both had an important 

influence on contemporary political philosophy in the United States. Arendt publicized 

her thoughts on the pursuit of participatory freedom and on a great variety of questions 

concerning contemporary political 
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life and political action through lectures, articles, and books. She succeeded in finding an 

attentive audience. While she was a prolific writer, she did not pursue an academic career 

and had no students of her own. Strauss, on the other hand, developed fundamental 

principles of political and educational philosophy based on his reinterpretation of 

classical political philosophy. He worked at the New School of Social Research in New 

York and later at the University of Chicago and founded an academic school of 

philosophical thought with many students. Even among his followers there is 

considerable disagreement about the meaning of his work, which defies easy 

categorization, since it has developed new concepts of classical political rationalism 

chiefly through painstaking and unorthodox interpretations of classical philosophical 

texts. 

The first day of the conference was devoted to a discussion of the work of Hannah 

Arendt. Bonnie Honig linked her analysis of Arendt's views on the relationship of 

politics to the public sphere of life with a discussion of the concept of political space in 

the history of the American West and called for the politicizing of all spheres of life. 

Helmut Dubiel, who spoke on Arendt's concept of public sphere and public freedom, 

mentioned the changing reception of Arendt's work in Germany in recent years, which 

paralleled the decline of Marxism. While his and Honig's presentations focused in part on 

a critical reading of Arendt's thoughts as presented in On Revolution and The Human 

Condition in light of contemporary politics, Ernst Vollrath's paper outlined how 

Arendt's distinction between the political and the social took up the German 

philosophical term of the societal and transformed it through the interpretation of 

totalitarianism. George Kateb discussed Strauss, Herbert Marcuse, and Arendt as the 

most influential German political thinkers in the U.S., thus pointing to the diverse schools 

of thought that were established separately from the Frankfurt School through the 

emigration of German political philosophers to the United States. In describing Arendt's 

relation to modern democracy and emphasizing her antimodern views, he warned against 

an oversimplified reading of her conception of politics. He suggested that her works 

should not be interpreted as a guide to the theory and practice of modern democracy, but 

that Arendt should be understood as the creator of what she herself called "thought 

trains." 

Some of the issues raised in the discussion centered on the question of Martin 

Heidegger's and Carl Schmitt's influence on Arendt's thinking and on her books, On 

Revolution and The Human Condition. 
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Alfons Söllner criticized Honig's and Dubiel's papers for failing to reconstruct what 

Arendt actually said, and he argued that premodern or antimodern elements were present 

in her work. The critique of modernity in his view formed the common element in Arendt 

and Strauss' work. Kateb elaborated on his thoughts on antimodem elements in Arendt's 

ideas, which were then criticized by Dubiel. The exchange of opinions formed evidence 

not only of the different interpretations of Arendt as a democratic or antimodern thinker, 

but also of the current debate about the nature of American democracy, with Kateb and 

Harvey Mansfield taking issue with Honig's critique of political conservatism in 

Arendt's work. 

Leo Strauss' work as a scholar and political philosopher was the subject of the second 

day of the conference. In his discussion of Strauss' role in and contribution to the defense 

of liberal education in the United States, Timothy Fuller pointed to the distinctive but 

recognizable voice on education that Strauss offered by recovering a lost understanding 

of education through the rejuvenation of the Great Books curriculum at the University of 

Chicago. By centering his remarks on Strauss' work Natural Right and History, Fuller 

arrived at a discussion of the concept of truth in Strauss' thought and described the 

Straussian refutation of historicism. He reviewed Strauss' critique of German 

philosophical thinking of the nineteenth century and his contribution to the development 

of American political philosophy. Jürgen Gebhardt placed Strauss in the academic 

tradition of what Fritz Ringer has portrayed as the "German Mandarins" and emphasized 

Strauss' success in infusing his vision of scholarship into the American academic 

community. He further outlined the rootedness of Strauss' scholarly work in his critique 

of neo-Kantianism and rationalism, which led to his turn to premodern rationalism and 

new understanding of the roles of the scholar and philosopher. Alfons Söllner described 

the development of Strauss' philosophical views, also linking Strauss' critique of the 

"modem project" with Ringer's concept of the German mandarins. He then argued that 

the contribution to the formation of a conservative school of American constitutional 

thinking forms part of a yet unwritten chapter on German emigration to the United States, 

which will need to explain how a scholar whose work must be viewed in the context of a 

conservative German academic tradition could be so successful in the United States. 

While Gebhardt and Söllner emphasized Strauss' role as a scholar rather than a 

philosopher, Robert B. Pippin criticized this notion and all previously made contentions 

regarding 
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Strauss' antimodern thinking by a philosophical reading of Strauss' writing. He presented 

Strauss as a conscious objector within modernity whose thinking ignored the traditions of 

freedom and independence, which he sees as important characteristics in nineteenth-

century German philosophy. 

Some of the questions posed in the discussion dealt with the notion of an inherent 

authoritarianism in Strauss' educational theories, as pointed out by Robert Pippin and 

Simone Chambers. In commenting on Pippin's and Söllner's papers, Mansfield 

suggested that a possible explanation for Strauss' lack of treatment of German philosophy 

in the nineteenth century can be seen in Strauss' critique of the then prevailing contempt 

toward Greek authors, particularly Xenophon, and also in the emerging concept of 

history. He further showed the importance of dialogue in Strauss' thinking, thus refuting 

claims as to notions of absolute truths and ideology in the Straussian method. Hartmut 

Lehmann suggested the concept of secularization to describe Strauss' intellectual 

development as a German emigrant to the United States and criticized the 

characterization of Strauss as a German mandarin, emphasizing the transformation of his 

work as a result of emigration. 

The final discussion in the third day was chaired by Peter Graf Kielmansegg. It 

focused on the intellectual and cultural backgrounds of Arendt and Strauss, their 

Americanization, and their relationship to democracy. Among the questions examined 

was the achievement of Arendt's and Strauss' contributions in returning Germany to 

Western political thinking. Arendt's views on the history and philosophy of American 

republicanism and representation were debated, suggesting Arendt's importance as a 

political thinker rather than as a systematical theorist. The discussion will be presented in 

its entirety in the volume on the conference to be published by the German Historical 

Institute and Cambridge University Press. 

 Elisabeth Glaser-Schmidt 

 

 

F. "Women in the Emigration After 1933". Washington, D.C., November 25–27, 

1991. Conveners: Sibylle Quack, Renate Bridenthal, and Marion Kaplan. 

 

For years there has been a growing demand for historians of exile and emigration from 

Central Europe during the Nazi period to focus on the lives of men and women émigrés. 

To be sure, scholars have broadened 


