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14. 
Images of Gennan Immigrants 
in the United States and Brazil, 
1890 - 1918: Some Comparisons 

FREDERICK C. LUEBKE 

IN THE 18gos, following a decade of unprecedented immigra­
tion from Europe, the United States experienced a period in which 
national identity was greatly stressed. The term "Americanization" 
came into frequent usage as many citizens, privately and through vari­
ous organizations, stressed conformity to the dominant culture in lan­
guage, manners, and religious belief. 

During these same years a similar development, in some respects 
stronger than in the United States, could be detected in Brazil. In 188g 
the empire of Brazil ended when Pedro II went into exile and Brazilian 
leaders introduced a republican form of government. During the pre­
ceding decade Brazil, like the United States, had experienced heavy 
immigration from Europe. 1 The abolition of slavery in 1888 had cre­
ated a labor shortage, chiefly in the central and southern states, that 
the government had sought to relieve through the recruitment of Ital­
ian, Spanish, Portuguese, and German immigrants. During the 18gos 
the Brazilian Republic, unsure of itself in its first years, experienced a 
wave of nativism much like that in the United States. The new Bra­
zilian leaders, motivated strongly by doctrines of Comtean Positivism, 
insisted on a new national unity. They felt strongly that immigrants 
should resist the natural tendency to remain separate. To speak a dif­
ferent language, to wear different clothing, to eat different foods, to at­
tend different schools, and to worship a different god all seemed 
undesirable because such behavior threatened to alter national iden­
tity and to undermine the confidence of the republicans to govern 
their huge, diverse, and undeveloped country.2 
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German immigrants and their children were conspicuous in both 
countries. Approximately 5 million Germans had arrived in the United 
States during the nineteenth century. In each of the peak years of 
1854 and 1882 more than two hundred thousand persons arrived. Al­
though 85 percent of the Germans settled in the northeastern quarter 
of the country, they could be found in all states of the Union. Two­
thirds lived in urban places (a proportion much higher than that for 
the American population generally at that time), but they were also 
strongly attracted to agriculture, especially dairy farming in the Mid­
west. By the end of the century there were about 8 million first- and 
second-generation Germans in the United States, roughly 10 percent 
of the total population. Unusually diverse in origm, occupation, resi­
dence patterns, and religious belief, they were easily the largest non­
English speaking group in America. 3 

The Brazilian pattern was similll! but on a much smaller scale. 
The German immigration to Brazil had begun in the 1820S, largely as 
a consequence of vigorous recruitment efforts sponsored by the Bra­
zilian government. The annual totals seldom exceeded two thousand, 
yet after seventy-five years the Germans had multiplied and prospered 
until they numbered nearly four hundred thousand persons, mostly 
Brazilian-born and German-speaking. Although important colonies 
developed in the large cities and seaports of Brazil, the majority of 
Teuto-Brazilians (as they were called) settled in rural regions, where 
they founded exclusive settlements chiefly in the two southernmost 
states of Rio Grande do SuI and Santa Catarina, in which they ac­
counted for one-fifth of the population by 1910. There, even more than 
in the United States, they created a society within a society-a large, 
isolated, diverse, structured community with its own values, attitudes, 
language, and folkways. They adapted their agricultural practices to 
subtropical realities, raised large families, and built churches, schools, 
and towns. Like the German-Americans, the Teuto-Brazilians were 
of diverse provincial origins and were divided between the Catholic 
and Protestant faiths. Like their American counterparts, the Teuto­
Brazilians developed a substantial German-language press and an 
amazing array of voluntary associations. 4 

Stereotypes naturally developed in both countries. Each receiving 
SOCiety tended to regard the Germans in their midst as a unified group 
with common characteristics. Provincial differences, 'linguistic varia­
tions, religious divisions, and social and political distinctions were usu­
ally lost on the native-born, who tended to lump all German immigrants 
together on the basis of their presumably common language. Since 
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Germany did not exist as a unified state until 187 I, a German was sim­
ply someone who spoke the German language. 

There was no uniform or consistent content to the images of the 
German immigrant. Wealthy and educated Americans, for example, 
generally registered more favorable impressions than did the lower 
classes. Rarely rubbing shoulders with ordinary newcomers, these 
Americans more often encountered persons who had adapted quickly 
to American ways and who, like themselves, were educated and suc­
cessful. Moreover, their impressions were conditioned by notions 
about Germany itself, such as the preeminence of German learning. In 
the nineteenth century, approximately ten thousand Americans had 
studied in various German universities. They discovered a quality of 
scholarship, a depth of thought, and an appreciation for learning and 
academic freedom that led them to place Germany on a cultural ped­
estal. Although such impressions of Germany and its institutions must 
be separated from ideas about German imInigrants, they contributed 
to a generally high regard for them among the upper strata of society. 5 

The ordinary American of the nineteenth century, however, had 
litde contact with the products of German universities and still less 
with their books and essays. He gained his impressions of things Ger­
man from the imInigrants who lived next door or on a nearby farm, 
worked in the same factory, shopped in his store, clipped his beard, re­
paired his shoes, or deposited savings in his bank. 

Perhaps the most prominent elements in the American stereotype 
of German immigrants were industriousness, thrift, and honesty-ad­
mirable virtues in the American value system. The German seemed 
strongly attached to his family; he was orderly, disciplined, and stable. 
A bit too authoritarian by American ·standards, he was nonetheless ad­
mired for his ability to achieve material success through hard work. 
SiInilarly attractive was his reputation for mechanical ingenuity. The 
Germans were usually perceived as an intelligent people, though some­
what plodding in their mental processes. And if they tended to be un­
imaginatively thorough, they sometimes also seemed stubborn and 
graceless in manner. But the German wife and mother was commonly 
regarded as a model of cleanliness and efficiency; her daughter was 
valued as a reliable house servant or maid. Although some native 
Americans thought that the Germans treated their women badly, on 
the whole they considered these newcomers desirable additions to the 
American population. 

But there were negative elements in the image as well. Some felt 
that Germans were unwarrantably proud of their origins and culture. 
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Others had ambivalent feelings about German festivities. It seemed as 
though the Germans had a celebration for every occasion, complete 
with parades and contests both athletic and cultural. Even their church 
affairs often took a festive air. Especially offensive was what puritani­
cal Americans perceived as abandoned dancing and boorish swilling of 
beer, especially on the Sabbath, the day that God had set aside for wor­
ship, rest, and spiritual contemplation. Still others were put off by the 
apparent radicalism of German immigrants. The American labor move­
ment seemed to have among its leaders an unusually large number of 
Germans who preached alien doctrines of communism, anarchism, 
and varying degrees of socialism. Impressions drawn from such unfor­
tunate and Widely publicized affairs as the Chicago Haymarket Riot of 
1886 strengthened the image of at least some Germans as dangerous 
revolutionaries.6 

Clashes between native and immigrant cultures produced some 
of the most potent political issues of the late nineteenth century. Al­
though many German immigrants were interested in political reform, 
economic development, and the tariff and currency questions, they re­
sponded more strongly to issues related to ethnocultural conflict. In 
addition to political and economic liberties, they wanted social and cul­
tural freedom. By the 18gos prohibition had become the dominant 
political manifestation of cultural conflict. Woman suffrage, Sabbatari­
anism, and efforts to regulate (if not close down) parochial school edu­
cation were closely related issues that were capable of producing 
remarkable, though temporary, levels of uniformity in the voting be­
havior of German immigrants. 7 

Ethnocultural politics had an impact on nativist attitudes. Aware­
ness of ethnic group identities was greatly intensified among immi­
grants and nativists alike. Thinking in stereotypes and symbols was 
encouraged; tolerance and understanding diminished. The live-and­
let-live attitudes common in earlier decades were weakened by or­
ganized political action. Changes in attitudes toward immigrants were 
also fostered by some of the most respected social scientists of the day, 
whose study of the immigration question led them to conclude that so­
cially undesirable characteristics were hereditary and were more typi­
cal of some ethnic groups than others. Both negative and positive 
qualities were thus thought to be fixed or rigid. 8 

Still, as such ideas gained currency at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the German-Americans fared well. Although there were dis­
sents from the general view, most Americans considered the Germans 
to be a desirable people. Moreover, as racial thinking became increas-
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Gennantown as "Gennanopolis." The title page of the souvenir pro­
gram for the 225th anniversary of the first Gennan settlement in Amer­
ica reveals the proud-and sometimes haughty-mood of Gennan­
Americans at that time. The parades in celebration of "Gennan Day" in 
1908 were particularly elaborate and fancy and in Gennantown the 
foundation-stone of the Pastorius monument was laid. However, at the 
same time the ethnic press began to take note of the fact that the re­
duced numbers of immigrants coming to the United States from Ger­
many threatened to alter the character and substance of the Gennan­
American community. (Roughwood Collection) 

ingly common early in the twentieth century, some Gennan-American 
intellectuals were stimulated, in countless speeches and articles, to 
laud and magnify the achievements of their group, ranging from such 
early contributions as those of Baron von Steuben in the Revolutionary 
War to the more recent accomplishments of such engineers as John 
Roebling and his American-born son, who designed and built the 
Brooklyn Bridge. This indulgence in cultural chauvinism was partly 
an effort to lay claim to a share in American greatness, but it was also 
intended to balance Anglo-Saxonist notions of racial superiority and 
preeminence in world affairs. 9 

By the beginning of World War I, the leaders of the rapidly assimi­
lating Gennan element in the United States, understandably proud of 
their cultural heritage, were encouraged in their ethnocentrism by the 
stereotypes native-born Americans generally held of them. Some were 
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even prompted to promote their heritage as a culture counter to the 
dominant Anglo-American. But this was a dangerous course in a pe­
riod of resurgent nativism. Deviations from American norms were but 
lightly tolerated by persons unwilling or unable to distinguish cultural 
chauvinism from the political or nationalistic variety. 

In Brazil, German immigrants were generally perceived favorably 
in the nineteenth century, especially by the ruling classes, who re­
garded them as desirable additions to Brazilian society. The Germans, 
they thought, would not only bring valued skills to Brazil but would 
also "whiten" the population, which in 1890 was only 44 percent white. 
The Brazilian elite, like the American, was strongly influenced by rac­
ist theories based on presumably scientific criteria that gave the high­
est rating to so-called Nordic peoples, which, of course, included the 
Germans. 10 As in the United States, they were admired for their indus­
try, orderliness, and stability. 

Even though the Germans were welcomed and valued for the con­
tributions they were making to Brazilian development, the Brazilian 
image, even more than the American, rested on inadequate and dis­
torted information, rhetorical exaggeration, and myth 11 because the 
multiracial Brazilian society was conSiderably more divided than the 
American between rich and poor, the literate and the illiterate. Ger­
man immigrant society in Brazil was both more concentrated spatially 
and more isolated socially than in the United States, especially in the 
rural settlements. Moreover, the German enclaves in the Brazilian cit­
ies were often dominated by wealthy, educated Reichsdeutsche (sub­
jects of the German kaiser). Such persons-bankers, industrialists, 
merchants, journalists, technicians, and various representatives of 
large German firms-frequently considered life in Brazil to be tempo­
rary. Moreover, they were often contemptuous of Luso-Brazilian cul­
ture,12 an attitude that did not go unnoticed by the Brazilians with 
whom they were in frequent contact. 

Some Teuto-Brazilian leaders also shared this attitude of conde­
scension for Brazilian culture. Feeding on ethnocentric German nation­
alist propaganda of the tum of the century, they considered Brazilian 
culture to be decidedly inferior to their own. In one example of such 
literature, a German writer on Brazil recommended stout resistance to 
assimilation on the ground that Brazilian culture was worthless. "What 
the Lusitanians have created in America," he wrote, "is a country that 
has produced nothing memorable in any field, including economics 
and culture; in the economic sphere ... this state ... is crippled, ... a 
poorly organized community of seventeen million people. And these 



German Immigrants in the U.S. and Brazil, I890-I9I8 2I3 

seventeen million, who rule over a rich and productive area the size of 
Europe, are unable to colonize anything, nor are they able to establish 
a properly functioning means of transportation and communication, 
regulate their financial affairs, guarantee justice, build a fleet, nor 
maintain an army other than one that is really nothing more than a 
privileged band of robbers. "13 This statement is so extreme, of course, 
that it cannot be considered typical. Still, many Teuto-Brazilians re­
garded Brazilian culture as weak and ineffectual; the Luso-Brazilians 
themselves seemed to combine indolence and ignorance with ridicu­
lous conceit. The Portuguese language was useful to know for prac­
tical reasons, they thought, but it seemed to offer few literary treasures 
compared to the German. 14 Like the most extravagant of German­
American cultural chauvinists, some Teuto-Brazilians insisted that the 
Germans would perform their best service as loyal citizens by infusing 
the culture of their adopted country with their presumably superior 
German qualities. If German language and culture were allowed to 
fade from use, they argued, Brazil would be deprived of the invaluable 
German sense of duty and commitment to the work ethic. Many felt 
that the chances for successful maintenance of German language and 
culture were greater in Brazil than in the United States, where, they 
believed, Anglo-American Protestant culture was so strong that Ger­
man immigrants were virtually unable to withstand its assimilative 
power. 15 

The status of the Germans in Brazilian society was not a topic of 
national debate. At most it was a regional issue discussed in the states 
where the Germans were concentrated and where upper-class per­
ceptions were drawn primarily from the behavior of unrepresentative 
persons who perpetuated immigrant culture because it served their 
economic interests and psychological needs. Hence most educated 
Brazilians had little comprehension of the diversity of the German im­
migrant group, such as the differences that divided Catholics from 
Protestants or the disparate values and behaviors that distinguished 
the rural farmers from the urban workers and the economic and social 
elite. Moreover, they failed to understand how the physical environ­
ment, in conjunction with unique events in Brazilian history, pro­
moted German isolationism. They were often mystified by the German 
spirit of separatism. They could not understand why the Germans 
would want to perpetuate their own language and culture indefinitely, 
especially since Brazilian culture was so attractive. In their view, Bra­
zilian culture was open, tolerant, hospitable, adaptable, nonideologi­
cal, humane, and free of rigid stratification. Brazilians, they believed, 
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were motivated by a spirit of conciliation that sought compromise and 
rejected extremist measures. Above all, they considered themselves to 
be a nonviolent people. 16 

It is not possible to determine the extent to which the illiterate and 
unskilled classes in Brazilian society shared the concerns of the elite. 
Because of the isolated character of most German rural settlements, 
the social interaction of the Germans with other Brazilians was infre-

. quent and often superficial. Furthermore, the Germans, like any other 
social group, differed widely in education, skills, health, and working 
habits, and large numbers experienced a deterioration in social and 
economic circumstances as they struggled to survive in the Brazilian 
environment. But the prevailing image was that the Germans were bet­
ter housed and fed; that their system of private and parochial schools 
was often superior to what passed for public education in Brazil at that 
time; and that their homes and persons were cleaner and healthier. 
The Germans also seemed willing to work very hard, at least in con­
trast to the impoverished caboclos (persons of mixed Indian and Por­
tuguese descent), among whom labor was intermittent and subject to 
frequent and long interruptions. One may assume that some Bra­
zilians of the less privileged classes regarded the Germans with resent­
ment and jealousy, but even so, there is no record of persistent cultural 
conflict based on ethnic differences. 17 

Of course, most Brazilians, rich or poor, white, black, mulatto, or 
caboclo, rarely thought about the Germans at all, much less in any sys­
tematic way. Similarly, the ordinary Teuto-Brazilian people went about 
their daily business, adapting to their surroundings and rarely giving 
the problems of assimilation any consideration. Like any other immi­
grant group, the Germans included many persons who were favorably 
disposed toward the language and culture of the host society and 
wanted to become part of it as quickly and painlessly as possible. 
Through daily contacts at work, at the store, at church, in school, or 
even in the home, they learned Portuguese readily. Whether they 
learned qUickly or slowly depended upon individual circumstances 
and whether they had good or poor opportunities for interaction with 
speakers of Portuguese. Obviously, the isolated, exclusive rural colo­
nies offered few such chances. 

The existence of colonies where there were no Portuguese-lan­
guage schools and where hundreds of second- and third-generation 
children had only rudimentary knowledge of Portuguese began to con­
cern members of the Brazilian elite as the nineteenth century drew to 
a close. When they tried to identify typical German attitudes they 
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naturally paid attention to the most conspicuous persons-the articu­
late German-Brazilian idealists who made speeches and wrote edi­
torials, essays, and letters demanding their right to maintain their 
cultural separatism. Some persons in government were eager to break 
up the rural German enclaves, especially in Rio Grande do SuI, and to 
guarantee that new settlements would consist of a mixture of ethnic 
groups. Several efforts were made on both the state and national levels 
to restrict the growth of the colonies, but none were effective. In Santa 
Catarina the attack on immigrant institutions centered on private 
schools. For example, a law enacted in 1913, mild by present-day stan­
dards, ordered inspection by state officials and required that statistics 
of attendance be reported. It further specified that any schools that ac­
cepted subventions from either state or local governments were re­
quired to use Portuguese as the language of instruction. 18 

Luso-Brazilian fears that the Germans in the southern states were 
becoming so numerous that they could never be assimilated were 
heightened by much discussion of the so-called "German peril"-a 
commonly held belief that Germany had set itself upon a course of 
worldwide imperialism, based in part on the presence of German im­
migrants in various underdeveloped countries, including Brazil. At the 
same time, German aggressiveness was observed in the South Pacific, 
China, the Philippines, and the Caribbean. When in 1904 the Ger­
mans threatened the integrity of Venezuela in a debt-collection con­
troversy, alarmists saw the first steps in a plan designed to create a 
German protectorate over southern Brazil and possibly a state that 
would be German in language and culture. 19 

Meanwhile in Germany the noisy, supernationalistic Pan-German 
League fueled new fears of German imperialism. In its widely distrib­
uted publications, this organization emphaSized the cultural kinship 
of Germans all over the world and agitated vociferously for a colonial 
empire, for an enlarged navy, for war as an instrument of national 
policy, and for the preservation of German language and culture in 
German settlements overseas. A symptom rather than a cause of the 
rampant nationalism of the time, the Pan-German League was identi­
fied by English and French propagandists as the coordinating agency 
of German imperialism. Although the league's importance was grossly 
exaggerated, a flood of articles exposing the alleged Pan-Germanist 
conspiracy soon appeared in newspapers and periodicals in Europe 
and America. In Brazil, the noted Brazilian literary critic Sylvio Ro­
mero produced a lengthy tract entitled 0 Allemanismo no sul do Brasil 
(1906). Although he welcomed the influx of German immigrants, 
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Romero warned his countrymen of the German peril, outlined steps 
that could be taken to combat the threat, and urged that measures be 
taken to assimilate the German colonists into Brazilian sOciety.20 Other 
Brazilian writers expressed similar fears. 

When world war engulfed Europe in 1914, the governments of 
both the United States and Brazil declared their neutrality. For most 
ordinary people in both countries, but especially in Brazil, the war in 
Europe was a distant affair of no particular consequence. It seemed to 
affect their daily lives in no direct or discernible fashion. Still, the war 
tended to evoke sympathies for onE: side or the other. Immigrants and 
their descendants naturally felt an emotional bond with their ancestral 
homeland and were convinced of the justice of its cause. Leaders of 
the German ethnic groups in both countries tended to be extravagant 
in their partisanship for Germany. Opinion among the educated or "es­
tablished" groups in both the United States and Brazil, however, tended 
to favor the Allied powers. In Brazil, even more than in the United 
States, the press was disposed against Germany. 

In 1917 the neutrality period came to an end when both the United 
States and Brazil declared war on Germany, ostensibly because vessels 
in their respective merchant marines had been torpedoed by German 
submarines. Although there were strong similarities in the behavior of 
Brazilians and Americans toward the Germans in their midst, the dif­
ferences are striking. 

In the United States, the war introduced a period of persecu~ion 
for German-Americans. Many citizens of German origin were sus­
pected of disloyalty. Individuals were harassed in various ways as the 
American people were swept up in a wave of anti-German feeling. 
In effect, there was a war against German language and culture. The 
climate of suspicion produced such measures as bans on German­
composed music and the renaming of persons, foods, streets, parks, 
and towns. German-language instruction in the schools was restricted 
or eliminated, and German-language newspapers were closely regu­
lated. There were scores of patriotic demonstrations in which German­
Americans were forced to kiss the American flag, buy war bonds, or 
sing the national anthem. Ceremonies were held at which German­
language books were burned. There were frequent instances of van­
dalism, beatings, arrests for allegedly unpatriotic utterances, and even 
a lynchin$ of a German alien in Illinois. 21 

But the American behavior pales in contrast to the Brazilian. Fol­
lowing the Brazilian break in diplomatic relations with Germany in 
April 1917, German-Brazilians were victims of numerous destruc-
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tive riots. Property damage was enonnous as hundreds of residences, 
Gennan-Ianguage newspaper offices, churches, schools, clubhouses, 
businesses, factories, and warehouses were damaged or destroyed by 
mobs. Six months later, following Brazil's declaration of war in Oc­
tober, a second series of riots resulted in more destruction. Martial law 
'was declared in Rio de Janeiro and all southern states, where the great 
majority of the Teuto-Brazilians lived. All publications in the Gennan 
language were forbidden. All instruction in the Gennan language was 
banned in all schools at all levels. All Gennan-Ianguage church services 
were outlawed. The president was empowered to seize the property of 
enemy aliens and to sell all goods consigned to them. Enforcement of 
these repressive measures was inconsistent and sometimes haphaz­
ard, but Brazilian behavior was remarkably violent and repressive 
compared with the American. 22 

It is easy to explain the Brazilian response to the Gennan problem 
in tenns of the classic stereotype of the Latin temperament as irre­
sponsible, unrestrained, volatile, emotional, and spontaneous. But 
such a simple interpretation would explain very little. It is more useful 
to compare Teuto-Brazilian· circumstances with the American. Al­
though Gennans represented a much smaller proportion of Brazilian 
society than of the American, their settlement patterns were more 
highly concentrated, exclusive, and isolated in Brazil. Usually better 
educated and often wealthier than the average Brazilian, the Gennans 
were more slowly assimilated than in America. As northern Euro­
peans, the Teuto-Brazilians, in contrast to the more numerous Italian, 
Spanish, and Portuguese immigrants in Brazil, had a language and a 
culture that were significantly different from those of the host soci­
ety. Differentness in tum promoted a heightened sense of minority 
group identity in addition to a full complement of ethnic institutions­
churches, schools, social organizations, a Gennan-Ianguage press­
that tended to be more closely tied to Gennany than were their equiva­
lents in the United States. All these elements combined to promote a 
general sense of cultural superiority that had no equal in the United 
States. Moreover, leadership was more often vested in Reichsdeutsche, 
whose bonds with Gennany were close. Finally, compared to their 
American cousins, the Gennans in Brazil wielded greater economic 
power, but their political influence was weaker. 

The comparison should be carried a step further. Brazilian society, 
compared to the American, was more highly stratified: its rich were 
richer and its poor poorer. Its economy was less developed and its po­
litical institutions less democratic; it had no long-standing constitu-
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tional tradition .. Illiteracy was pervasive. In such a social setting, the 
relatively prosperous Germans naturally tended to evoke antagonism, 
the Brazilian reputation for tolerance and goodwill notwithstanding. 

As the spirit of nationalism swelled early in the twentieth century, 
the Brazilians, like the Americans, naturally acted on the basis of ster­
eotypes that obscured individual differences and beclouded interper­
sonal relationships. Lacking both knowledge and understanding of the 
separatistic German subsociety, its manners and institutions, they de­
manded an unprecedented measure of conformity to established Bra­
zilian ways. When war came in 1917, they treated their Germans with 
a severity surpassing anything generally experienced by Germans in 
the United States. Had the German-Americans been as divergent from 
the American norms as the Teuto-Brazilians were from Brazilian, it 
is likely that they too would have suffered from destructive riots, as 
did nineteenth-century Chinese in mining camps of the American 
West, or American blacks in Chicago, East St. Louis, Tulsa, and else­
where in the immediate postwar period. Had their number been small 
enough, they might have been herded into concentration camps, as 
were Japanese-Americans in World War II. 
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