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Who is an American Intellectual? The Case of the German Emigires to the United States

Anne Kornhauser
Until very recently, one of the major defects in the field of intellectual history has been its tendency to focus on intellectuals of a particular national origin. With some important exceptions, books and articles too often relate the histories of French intellectuals, American intellectuals, German intellectuals, and so on. Leaving aside the obvious slighting of international intellectual exchange characteristic of this form of history (a problem that in my field of American intellectual history has recently been addressed by such scholars as James Kloppenberg and Daniel Rodgers), I want to examine a different, albeit related, assumption embedded in studying intellectuals in this manner:  that is the assumption that an “American intellectual,” say, is an intellectual who was born in the United States, and who somehow, as a result, represents American thought. While historians occasionally make allowances for a thinker who has lived in a given country for the better part of her life, nevertheless, to study the intellectual history of a country is too often to study that country’s intellectual nationals. But why must this be so? And what gets overlooked, downplayed, and covered over through such an approach? Finally, does it make sense for scholars to continue to analyze intellectual life as bounded by national borders?

In a manuscript entitled Saving Liberalism: Political Imagination in the American Century, which I am currently preparing for publication as a book, I discuss this problematic in the context of German émigrés who came to the United States in the 1930s and 1940s. The intellectuals whom I study contributed to a vigorous debate about the fate of liberal democracy in the United States in the wake of World War II. They were particularly interested in the degree to which legalistic norms ought to guide constitutional democracy under emergency conditions, such as those that attended the American prosecution of the war and the postwar occupation of Germany. Building on this research, I will show how these émigrés both shaped and were shaped by so-called American understandings of the place of legal norms under crisis conditions. Yet many of these thinkers have been overlooked by historians precisely because they were seen as unrepresentative of American thought and thereby marginal to it.

What made men such as Carl Friedrich, Ernst Fraenkel, Franz Neumann, Karl Loewenstein, Arnold Brecht, Otto Kirchheimer, and Hans Kelsen unrepresentative in this view? Precisely that their formative years were spent in Germany, a fact of particular salience since as political intellectuals they enjoyed a high degree of consciousness about their environment. Certainly, every individual’s thinking is shaped by her environment. But what is the relevant environment? For political intellectuals at this time, I submit, it was nothing less (or more) than the West itself, understood as Europe and North America. This contextual horizon, as it were, existed for these intellectuals for a set of reasons peculiar to this period in history; there was nothing necessary about it.

Indeed, the politico-legal discourse with which I am concerned, a discourse, it ought to be noted, that at times influenced U.S. policy during and after the war, was developed in response to the rise of certain forms of political rule, legal practice, and institutional development that were not unique to the American state, and that in some cases could even be found within totalitarian states. Such developments included the increasing impotence of parliamentary governance in the face of growing administrative and executive rule; a diminution in the rule of law ideal; and an embrace of a managerial ethos throughout public and private institutions. 

To be sure, the German émigrés were often more critical of the American state than their native-born counterparts. They met the paradox of institutional homology across democratic and totalitarian states through efforts to reground normatively American political and institutional life. Alert to the dangers of authoritarian and heteronomous tendencies within the United States, they sought political and institutional solutions as opposed to the cultural fixes recommended by their Cold War counterparts. However, they were also more appreciative of American democratic institutions to the extent that the latter prevailed at a time when much of Europe was mired in reactionary politics. These two tendencies were not—and need not be—mutually exclusive.

Yet the question remains whether these characteristics set the Germans apart from the intellectual community in the United States of which they were participants? Whether national origin is the best or even a good predictor of an intellectual’s critical posture toward political norms and practices? In the case of political intellectuals in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s, I would suggest that a more salient factor governing their stance toward the American state was their appreciation of the importance of political institutions; experience in the legal field (of which Germans interested in politics tended to have relatively more) was certainly one reason for such an interest. Interestingly enough, experience within the United States government was another. To sum up, what I want to argue, then, is that often political intellectuals chose to focus their attention either on political institutions or on national identity. Rarely did they train their minds on both. It is worth exploring why this might have been so, both for reasons of historical understanding but also in order to determine what might be learned from this internationalist moment in American history that might have relevance for our own time.  
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