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The ‘Germany Lobby’ and US Foreign

Policy: What, if Anything, Does It Tell Us
about the Debate over the ‘Israel
Lobby’?



American foreign policy in the volatile Middle East—that it is being tailored to the
preferences of a self-interested minority, to the detriment of the majority.

For daring to make such an argument, the two professors have come under a barrage of
criticism, some of it fair (Lieberman, 2009) and some of it anything but (Foxman, 2007,
pp. 55, 65). Among the least creditable (and honourable) charges is that the pair are closet
(or worse) anti-Semites. We can dismiss such charges as being obviously baseless, but
there are other critiques more worthy of being registered. Indeed, some of the critics of
Mearsheimer and Walt are themselves as unhappy as the two professors over what they
take to be America’s unflinching support of Israel, but these critics argue that an intensive
focus on ‘lobbying’ misses a bigger point. Instead, they look to various other aspects of
America’s political and even strategic culture in a bid to understand the broad support
Israel receives on the part of American society—including and especially contemporary
‘gentile Zionists’, who attach great symbolic and religious importance to Israel’s ability
to thrive, if only for their, or America’s, own sake (Mead, 2008). For others, US
support of Israel is merely a continuation of a long-standing urge to expand American
interests and preserve access to as much of the rest of the world as possible, an impulse
that is as old as the country itself, betraying a ‘penchant for expansionism [having]



efforts of the Germany Lobby to influence US foreign policy possesses illustrative merit
for the purposes of assessing the ability of the Israel Lobby to sway the direction of
America’s national interest. Thus, we propose to utilize the past in a bid to shed light
on the present. At the same time, we seek to draw on social science theory for the purposes
of re-examining and understanding that past better (Haydu, 1998).

In doing this, we intend to expand on two analytical foci. The first of these concerns the
conceptual and theoretical backdrop of contemporary discussions on the impact ethnic
interest groups are said to have on international security and on American foreign
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been the contemporary Israel Lobby, but rather an older entity, the ,,er & ny Lobby of a
century ago (App, 1967; Shain, 1999, pp. 10-11; Smith, 2000, p.%Z). Accord?ngly, itisin
light of the German-Americans’ experience with trying to shape American foreign policy
that we might be able to take a useful contemporary measure of other such lobbying
efforts, including and especially those said to be associated with the Israel Lobby. In
short, we are heeding the words of James Rosenau, who a generation ago advised those
wishing to think more theoretically about foreign policy always to ask of the topic at
hand, ‘of what is it an instance?” (Rosenau, 1980). So we set out to ask whether that
earlier experience might help us contextualize the more recent debate.

To begin with, a few comments are in order as to how we might conceptualize diaspora.
The word comes to us from the Greek (diaspxroc), and despite its modern connection
with Jewish populations, it originally referred to the dispersal of ethnic Greeks around
the Mediterranean basin. Robin Cohen noted that, in this original usage, diaspora had a
positive connotation, associated with the expansion and consolidation of the power of
divers Greek city-states via colonization of non-Greek areas (Cohen, 1996, p. 508).
This is in contrast to the rather sombre view of diaspora in the modern sense, which is
natural given its association with the often tragic history of the diasporic Jews. Beyond
connotations, however, one must be careful about the denotations as well.

As we understand and will be applying the term, one of the defining characteristics of a
diaspora is that it entails a non-negligible connection between the diasporic population and
its “homeland’. Thus, an ethnic diaspora can be construed as a racial, cultural, linguistic, or
religious minority residing elsewhere than its supposed homelande & maintaining a
strong link to that latter. The homeland may be a state in itself, even a powerful one, as
it is for the Chinese diaspora; or it may consist of a piece of another state or states, as it
does for the Kurdish groups residing in Germany and elsewhere; or it may not be a
state at all, existing only in historical myth and memory, as it did for the Jewish diaspora
for so many centuries. The diaspora may have been formed of economic migrants, refu-
gees, exiles, or some mix thereof. It might even, so to speak, have been ‘shipwrecked’
by state contraction or the crumbling of an existing empire. Most of its members may
detest the current situation of their homeland and desire regime change or secession:
the Cuban-American diaspora comes to mind in this regard (Haney & Vanderbush,
1999). On the other hand, most of its members may wholeheartedly support the govern-
ment of the homeland and attempt to aid it from abroad. The important point is that dia-
sporas must have some meaningful connection to their homeland, though how such a
connection is to be interpreted leaves much to the discretion of the analyst.

For instance, today it is apparent that German names abound in North America, but most
of their bearers feel no connection to Germany and thus do not constitute a diaspora in the
same way that they did a century or so ago, when, as we will show, many certainlyh &.
evince an acute interest in the prospects of the ancestral homeland. Today’s German
North Americans are sometimes even said barely to constitute an ethnic g wp,
let alone an ethnic diaspora, because for the vast majority of them their assimilation has
been so complete that they do not recognize themselves as anything but Americans or
Canadians. It must be open to question whether we can still regard them as a diaspora,
at least as we have qualified that concept above. By contrast, the Greek community of
North America, because it has kept up strong connections to Greece and because many
of its members follow Greek politics and Greek affairs even more closely than they do
those of their host countries, certainly seems to fill the diasporic bill. There is clearly a



Greek diaspora in North America; it is the concern for the homeland on behalf of North
American Greeks that makes it so, just as the lack of concern shown by German North
Americans for Germany means that scarcely anyone today talks about a German
diaspora in Canada or the USA, which is a very sharp departure from the practice of
a century ago.*

Of course, if things were to change and German North Americans began to dig up and
construct links to Germany, put significant attention and energy into these links and main-
tain them over time, there would be no reason why we could not term them a German dia-
spora. Diasporas can become dormant and later be activated, as seemed to occur with
Croatian North American populations when the Croatian declaration of independence
reignited their pride and gave them a kin state with which to forge links. Likewise,



perforce be accompanied by public relations activities subsumed under the rubric ‘lobby-
ing’ (Ornstein & Elder, 1978). The argument, then, is that such lobbying efforts—depen-
dent on the size, societal esteem and organizational clout said to be wielded by the
diaspora—might result in the policies and even the self-conception of interests in the
host state becoming inflected in directions desired by the diaspora, and will do so



partisan interests, based on section, class, ethnicity, gender, lifestyle, and so forth. Finally,
some who may have been prepared to concede usefulness to the concept in an earlier time
are now wont to defect from it, dismissing its value either because the world has changed
and states (i.e. those entities that serve as the referent for the national interest) have lost
competency in the new era of globalization, or because particular states have become
so altered by the processes of ‘post-modernism’ that they can no longer hope to lay



effect was held by some to apply in the case of the German-Americans in the early part of
the twentieth century, an argument made,? n em 10 5, by a young Reinhold Niebuhr, who
basically maintained that Imperial Germany would have been better off, in the court of
America’s public opinion, had there been m German diaspora in the country (Niebuhr,
1916). Niebuhr’s dim assessment of that diaspora as being a hidebound, largely
peasant, community out of touch with progressive trends in modern Germany (as well
as in modern America!), accurate in a few respects, nevertheless missed the larger point
in its neglect both of the impact of external factors on the deterioration of the bilateral
relationship between Germany and the USA, and of thgat reg lobbying efforts of what
was, at the time, seen to be a large and very well-organized diasporic interest group—
one, moreover, that was perceived in a much more positive way by American society
than it was by Niebuhr himself.

Unlike with the osmotic thesis, whereby a diaspora can be said to attain influence
without having to do much of anything at all, the historical case on which we focus in
this article obliges us to pay attention to a competing ‘model’ of diasporic influence,
what we and so many others have in mind when we speak of ethnic lobbying. This alterna-
tive approach, let us call it the lobbying thesis, emphasizes three more or less ‘objective’
criteria that must be in place in any discussion of how a diaspora is said to be able to influ-
ence the policy of the (American) host state in its favour. The first criterion is § ,e, in the
sense that the diaspora has to be large enough to be thought capable of wielding influence
through the vote, either generally across the American electoral system or specifically in
certain strategically important regions or states (these latter often being termed ‘swing
states’). The second is economic clout and social standing, so as to enable diasporic
preferences to be heeded as a result of the group’s ability to make contributions to the
campaigns of contenders for political office and otherwise to engage in ‘public affairs’
advocacy with some degree of credibility. The third is organizational capacity, meaning
that there must be some coherent entity that effectively ‘quarterbacks’ the influence
attempts—an entity that, in the words of one of America’s foremost experts on ethnic
lobbying, ‘formulates the strategy for getting precise pieces of legislation passed, provides
unity to the ethnic community, builds alliances with other social forces toward common
political goals, and monitors decisionmaking to ensure that friends are rewarded,
opponents punished, and feedback accumulated so that the organization can become
ever more effective’ (Smith, 2000, p. 94).

With these three criteria in mind, let us now turn, in the following two sections, to the
German lobby in the America of a century or so ago.

What Was the Germany Lobby?

The penultimate decennial census in the USA, in 2000, recorded the ethnic origins of



that with numerical representation such as this, the verb in the heading of this section could
stand correcting, and that perhaps what we should be asking is rather, ‘whatt s the
Germany Lobby’? But the past tense is the correct tense, for it is obvious that to the



why Bismarck was apparently able to boast that ‘Germany had in the United States her
second largest state after Prussia’ (quoted in Blumenthal, 1970, p. 116). Certainly
French commentators, then and later, were known to bemoan the relative absence of a
French diaspora in the USA, which they maintained placed their country at a disadvantage
¥ .- s their historic German foe (Tardieu, 1927, pp. 302—303; Duroselle, 1978, pp. 46—
48). That said, Washington in 1870 had more than enough reasons of its own—e? o ng
& ‘e, if you will—to sympathize with Prussia and oppose France, given that the Civil
War had ended only a half-decade before, and that during that contest Prussia stood out
as being the only major European state to back the Union against the Confederacy,
especially when contrasted with France, which was clearly bent on containing the rising
power of the USA, whether by aiding the South or, as with Louis Napoléon’s Mexican
adventure, installing a pro-French government on America’s southern border (Gazley,
1926, pp. 330-337; Blumenthal, 1959, pp. 164-175).
The American official mood regarding Germany would, however, change radically
between the Franco-Prussian War and the run-up to World War I, and would do so for
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Berlin, when they turned their attention to America’s demographic make-up. Ilustratively
among the latter, Admiral (Ret.) Eduard von Knorr confidently predicted in 1915 that
England was destined to suffer defeat at the hands of Germany, largely because
America was bound to remain neutral in the World War, and this because of the activities
of the German diaspora there, which worked tirelessly and effectively to promote the inter-
ests of the Fatherland. To von Knorr, England’s aggressive actions towards Germany “hat
das Deutschtum der ganzen Welt zu einer machtvollen Einheit verschmolzen, nirgendwo
aber mehr als in Amerika’ [has fused Germans throughout the world into a powerful unit,
but nowhere more than in America] (von Knorr, 1915, p. 7). At the time he was writing,
that worldwide German diaspora upon which von Knorr was counting—ge e sl &

aerg nzenW & —was almost exclusively a North American one, with 90% of all Germans

abroad settled in the USA and a further 4% in Canada. In view of these numbers, why
should Germans back home not have been enthused at the potential benefit that could
accrue to the Fatherland as a result of the diaspora in the USA? This community appeared
to possess everything needed to achieve influence, and then some: in addition to size, it had
economic and social standing, as well as organizational effectiveness.

Sources of Diasporic ‘Influence’: Size, Status and Organization

Germans had been present in America since the early days of European settlement, and at
least one scholar claimed that their presence actually predated the age of European coloni-
zalt}on: Hligo Grotigs wenton record in 1642 as declaring, in atract entitkd e Egno
h Beslve e seyg et &, that America’s indigenous population was largely descended
from the Chinese—and the ;,er & ns (Lepore, 1998, p. 111). We can safely dismiss the
eminent jurist’s assertioﬁ;regarding the dating of the German presence in America, but
what cannot be gainsaid is its size: by the time of the American Revolution, the Germans
were already accounting for nearly 10% of the total population, concentrated largely in
what today would be called the Mid-Atlantic states, above all Pennsylvania, leading
some of that colony’s political elites in the middle of the eighteenth century, for instance
Benjamin Franklin, to express grave doubts about their assimilability into Anglo-
America (Morgan, 2002, pp. 78-79). After the English they were the largest European-
origin ethnic group, a status that would be maintained throughout the nineteenth century,
when massive migration from Germany made the USA ‘home of the third largest number
of German-speaking people in the world’ (Rippley, 1976, p. 21).
During the century spanning the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the onset of World War
I, some 37 million Europeans left their homeland, all but three million of them destined for
the Western hemisphere; of this migratory flow, Germans were prominent in such numbers
as to make the ‘th& ol ker g &. ersng



Downloaded by ["Queen's University Libraries, Kingston"] at 09:58 16 September 2011

, I3
382y e d & lfﬁl .y

constituted far and away the leading immigrant group in the USA, and made up 26% of the
country’s total foreign (i.e. not English-descended) ‘stock’ (Luebke, 1974, pp. 29-30, 34);
but even this understated what might be taken to be the German “fact’ in American demo-
graphy, for to the first- and second-generation Germans had to be added those who had been
in the country longer, yet who continued to identify themselves as German and to live, as
much as possible, a German life in America. Thus it could be, and often was, argued
that there existed a German “‘element” in America (usually construed as meaning anyone
with an admixture of German blood flowing through their veins) accounting for no
less than 27% of the population in the years just prior to World War | (Gatzke,
1980, pp. 28-31).

Clearly, whether one takes the German-Americans in terms of German-born, German
stock, or German element, their demographic weight was considerable; but size, though
an important attribute for ethnic diasporas aspiring to political influence in the American
context, is not sufficient on its own. It also helps if the diaspora is so prosperous and well-
regarded as to expect, and receive, a certain amount of deference from the larger society;
that is to say, it helps if the group is seen to possess stature within society. This, over time,
the German-Americans would seek, and get—until, of course, America’s entry into World
War | led to the dashing of the identity grouping known as German-American. That war,
which in America touched off a frenetic campaign on behalf of ‘100% Americanism’,
effectively derailed for many decades an alternative ethos of ‘cultural pluralism” in Amer-
ican life (Kallen, 1924; Kazal, 1995), such that for years to come the dominant model
would be an assimilationist one, until the older one re-emerged late in the twentieth
century, only this time under the guise of ‘multiculturalism’ instead of cultural pluralism.
In effect, as Russell Kazal tells us, after 1917 German-Americans simply dropped out of
American ethnic life, being succeeded by an identity grouping increasingly styling itself
Americans of German heritage—but Americans first and foremost, as opposed to the
dual-identity grouping that had preceded it, during the cultural-pluralist heyday of
German-America (Kazal, 2004, pp. 276-277).

Although the German-Americans had not escaped completely unscathed from the nati-
vist campaigns of the 1850s, triggered as these had been by the enormous influx of
Germans, Irish and other Europeans in the wake of the agricultural crisis of the late
1840s, over time German-America would come to be judged by the dominant (Anglo)
culture in a relatively positive light (Oren, 1995), and never more so than towards the
end of the nineteenth century, when a vogue of Anglo-Saxon racialist ideologizing
found its negative referent increasingly in what was termed the ‘new immigration’ arriving
in great numbers from southern and eastern Europe (Higham, 1971). Contrasted with these
arrivals were the earlier ones, the ‘old immigration” from what was held to be the ‘“Nordic’
region of Europe (Grant, 1919)—basically the British Isles, Scandinavia and j,er e ny,
whence, be it recalled, the Angles and the Saxons had originated, and tl%s a countril
that could be argued to be not only ‘racially’ advanced but also, and perhaps as a result,
politically blessed as well, as the Teutonic forests of old were so regularly being celebrated
as the cradle of democracy.

Already there had been many arguments advanced by a German-American cultural elite
to the effect that America had been ‘built’ just as much by its German as by its Anglo
stock—some even held more by the former than by the latter. Had not the success of
the Revolution owed as much to Steuben and de Kalb as it did to the Frenchman Lafayette,
if not more so, queried this cultural elite? Was not Lincoln’s election in 1860 due to the



German vote? Did not the German-Americans champion the cause of abolitionism and
save the Union by their wide-scale enlistment in the Northern army during the Civil
War? (Schafer, 1941; Dorpalen, 1942). How different America would have been
without these contributions! To these imaginative renderings of history were added new
themes bolstered by racial theorizing that privileged ‘Nordics’ and ‘Teutons’, such that



old-fashioned American geopolitical wisdom, handed down from George Washington’s
‘Farewell Address’ of 1796, urging America to eschew any entanglement with the Euro-
pean great powers.

The attainment both of the initial domestic agenda and the subsequent foreign policy
one was vested primarily in one nationwide ethnic organization, the largest of its or any
other day in the history of the USA: the National German-American Alliance (NGAA,
or as it was officially called in German, the Deutsch-Amerikanischer National-Bund der
Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika). This organization was an outgrowth of a Pennsylvania
German-American grouping founded in 1899 by Charles John Hexamer, the Deutsch-
Amerikanischen Zentralbundes von Pennsylvanien; 2 years later, the NGAA was
created, with Hexamer becoming its first president, a position he would hold until late
1917. At its peak, the NGAA boasted of a membership of some 2.5 million, and even if
that figure may have been inflated as some have argued, it was nevertheless revealing—
and to pro-Allied publicists, it was more than merely revealing, it was positively frighten-
ing, for after 1914 the NGAA would come to find itself being branded as little more than a
puppet of German imperialism in the heart of America (Wile, 1915; Skaggs, 1915;
Johnson, 1999).



Feh el & , German-Americans were going to ‘pledge ourselves to stand together to visit



on behalf of the man who eventually would secure the Republican nomination in June
1916, an associate justice of the US Supreme Court and former governor of New York,
Charles Evans Hughes.

Hughes was not a particularly dynamic campaigner, but the race nevertheless turned out
to be incredibly tight. The German-Americans might have been entitled, and they certainly
missed no opportunity, to claim that they had been instrumental in his having secured the
Republican nomination, but they were unable to spell the difference between victory and
defeat for the despised Wilson. Though often interpreted as one of those rare presidential
elections in which foreign policy proved to be the dominant issue, 1916’s outcome was
primarily a function of domestic issues, with Wilson’s progressive legislative record
being held to be responsible for his ability to take all but four states west of the Mississippi,
and therefore narrowly to secure victory, with 277 electoral votes to Hughes’s 254. It
would not, however, be until California’s returns were in that the outcome was known,
and had Wilson’s Republican challenger garnered that state’s 13 electoral votes, the Pre-
sident would have lost the electoral vote, 267 to 264, even though scoring a margin of
victory nationwide of 600,000 in the popular vote. Wilson squeaked by in California



similarity between the two ethnic lobbies, much less an identity between them; we simply
suggest that some traits apparently shared by both lobbies might perhaps provide us with
clues to how we should contemplate the always vexing matter that confronts those who
attempt to discuss ethnic diasporas and their impact on American foreign policy
namely, the question of how one demonstrates, or even understands, ‘influence’
(Lieberman, 2009; Mearsheimer & Walt, 2009). For if one thing is clear about the postu-
lated connection between ethnic group lobbying (the ‘inputs’) and the fruit of same (the
policy ‘outputs’), it is this: the matter is nothing if not murky. In the apt (if understated)
words of one student of the issue of ethnic-group influence, the ‘systematic study of
ethnic minority influence on U.S. foreign policy remains an incomplete enterprise’
(Rubenzer, 2008, p. 169). What we have done so far in this article is to place the emphasis
on input ‘variables’, particularly those related to the size, societal esteem and organiz-
ational competence of one very significant diaspora in American history. If we have
sought to demonstrate anything, it is that assumptions of diasporic ‘influence’ over
outputs (i.e. policy) must be made cautiously—even if the diaspora in question is said
to have been so large and well placed as virtually to compel having its wishes heeded
by dint of demographic weight and social standing.

So using the German-Americans as a cautionary tale, let us turn in this section to com-
parative analysis, asking some questions about the Israel Lobby in light of what we think




numbers about 300 million. Still, the vagaries of the American electoral system are such



political organizations of the Jewish-American diaspora are consecrated to directing US



sought to appeal to the motherhood issues of American policy: hatred of terrorists, distrust
of Russia and love for Israel. Meanwhile, the attempt by the Republican campaign to paint
the Democratic standard-bearer as ‘too risky, too radical’ naturally included calling into
question his support for Israel, leading in turn to Obama’s effort to prove that he was
neither risky nor radical by giving an emphatically pro-Israel speech at the 2008
AIPAC convention. For sure, some of this may simply have reflected a process of
bidding for those so-called ‘swing’ Jewish voters; more relevantly, however, it was
about sending a message to the broader American public—a message in which support
for Israel has become a sort of code by which one can say, ‘I am a responsible and
serious American politician’.

These methods of limiting and shaping debate, to repeat, transcend simple lobbying, fun-
draising and voting, and they represent a tremendous, foundational asset for the Jewish-
American diaspora in its quest to protect its Kin state; it is no surprise that other diasporas
(Muslim-Americans excepted) hold it in such awe. So the Jewish diaspora in the USA
can indeed be said to have its Lobby, but more importantly, it has been able to benefit
from the very background against which the host state debates policy, so much so that
you might almost say, paradoxically, that it really has no need of a Lobby at all—or at
least has no o nt ng ng need of one. As the constructivists might put it, the Israel Lobby
has been able to benefit from the modification of the ‘identity’ of the host state in such a
way that American interests have come to be conceived differently than they might other-
wise have been in the absence of the diaspora and, possibly, its Lobby as well. This, ina nut-
shell, is another way of framing the question as to whether the ‘tail” of diasporic lobbying
wags the ‘dog’ of foreign policy, but it is a much more indirect way.

Conclusions

How might the experience of the Germany Lobby be invoked in an effort to cast some
comparative light on the recent, and emotional, debate about the Israel Lobby? We
began our comparative enquiry into the impact of ethnic diasporas on American foreign
policy because we believed that the debate over the Israel Lobby was proceeding in a pro-
foundly ahistorical fashion. Specifically, we were intrigued by what initially seemed to be
an anomaly from a century ago. That is to say, if the Israel Lobby of today holds sway over
the US foreign policy it is often argued to possess (for all the reasons we cited in this article
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before they can be felt, and it may well be that the genius of the Israel Lobby has resided in
its focusing on changing the context of interpretation. It is tempting to end by remarking
that one’s judgement of the power and effectiveness of today’s Israel Lobby must await it
confronting a “hard case’, such as that faced by the Germany Lobby of the early twentieth
century. However, it may be wiser to conclude with the observation that the real measure
of success for any diasporic lobby is not winning “hard cases’, but rather avoiding them
altogether.

Notes

1. For a broader usage of the term, one that does not insist on the importance of close sentimental links with
the homeland and its politics, see Schulze ¢e ! . (2008).

2. Some writers, however, insist America is not a nation of immigrants, but rather one of s¢! ers. For this
argument, see Huntington (2004).
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