
German Ethnicity: A Malleable Identity 
 
When the United States declared war on the German Empire on April 6, 1917, the country also unofficially 
declared war on its German-American population, initiating a year and a half of severe intolerance and 
persecution against these “hyphenated Americans.” This persecution took the form of bans on German 
language newspapers, legal restrictions on German-Americans’ movements within their own communities, 
and in its most extreme case, the lynching of a German immigrant in Collinsville, Illinois.[1]  
 
This intense homeland persecution had immediate and drastic effects on many German-American 
communities. In Chicago, which had one of the largest German-American populations, most German-
American newspapers (the biggest foreign language press in the country), went out of business, many 
German clubs Americanized their names or even disbanded, and many churches and schools stopped 
instructing in the German language.[2] German singing societies declined, and important musical directors 
like William Boeppler, the choral director of the Illinois Bicentennial pageant, and Frederick A. Stock of 
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra were forced to step down.[3] Many historians look to these examples as 
evidence that this period painfully accelerated the process of assimilation for German-Americans and left 
the ethnic group without any lasting piece of its German identity and heritage. Irish, Italians, Poles, and 
other “white ethnics” remained distinctive groups in Chicago culture and politics, but the German ethnicity 
became a seldom-expressed, neutral identity.[4] 
 
However, this was not the case in the large downstate German-American communities in St. Clair and 
Monroe counties. There, the Belleville Turnvereins had changed the group’s name to the Turners because 
of the war, but still hosted all kinds of dances and cultural community events.[5] The singing societies had 
stopped singing songs in the German language during the war, but afterward returned to some of their 
traditional repertoire. The churches held English and German language services. The towns still used 
almost any excuse to have a community celebration and get together to drink beer.[6] The impact of the 
wartime persecution on this German-American community creates a stark contrast to that of Chicago’s 
Germans, and seems to undermine the earlier hypothesis of acculturation by force. What impact, then, did 
the war have on the German-American ethnic identity? 
 
The misconception in the argument of the historians who claim that this period was a tragic end to German-
American culture emerges when the scholars treat ethnicity and culture as not only the same entity, but also 
as a natural, immutable, and inborn identity. By instead considering ethnicity as a constructed group 
identity that serves a social purpose, we can see that the long-term effects of the wartime intolerance were 
more complicated than many historians suggest. Therefore, though German-Americans endured much 
persecution and violation of their civil liberties during World War I, the war was not the German-American 
cultural catastrophe that many historians like to represent. Because ethnicity and culture are two different 
structures with different functions, some German-American communities, like the one in southern Illinois, 
could discard their ethnicity in reaction to the wartime persecution without losing much of their culture. 
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