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W. E. B. DU BOIS, NAZI GERMANY, AND THE 
BLACK ATLANTIC

Christina Oppel

Transnationalism has become a buzzword in American Studies. When the 
American historian Robert Gross proclaimed a “transnational turn” at the 
conference of the British Association for American Studies in Denmark in 
1999, the transnational had already become an established category in 
American academia.1 Although the turn reached Germany with great 
delay,2 there, too, transnationalism has now led to new interdisciplinary 
approaches.3

Transnational approaches expand the focus of historical studies be-
yond the nation-state and use comparative and interdisciplinary analyses 
to explore processes of transfer, mutual infl uence, exchange, and interpen-
etration. They have not only shifted perspectives but have also opened up 
nation-focused historical master narratives. That is, transnationalism in-
cludes alternative and minority perspectives that were formerly marginal-
ized, yet it is not restricted to them.

While political scientists, sociologists, and historians critical of exclu-
sively nation-centered narratives have lauded the mythical and cataclys-
mic “turn” to the transnational, others, most notably traditionalist German 
and American historians, have been skeptical. These skeptics claim that 
concepts like transnationalism and diaspora subvert and irrevocably re-
place what they believe to be fi xed categories like “the national” with fl uid 
concepts. Moreover, they suggest that the “transnational” is short-sightedly 
applied to vague, global contexts within which it is understood as a conse-
quence of the allegedly all-encompassing process of globalization. They 
denounce the uncritical acceptance of transnational paradigms wherein 
former patterns of thought are hastily abandoned, the new paradigm is 
proclaimed to be transformative, and its institutional, methodological, and 
conceptual meanings are confl ated without clear defi nition.4 

One way to avoid a blurring of meaning and the mere “uncritical 
mimicking” of fashionable epistemologies is to take the different perspec-
tives, needs, and interests of specifi c fi elds of research as starting points 
for future transnational agendas.5 We need self-refl ective investigations 
that strive to contextualize their subjects without falling prey to essential-
ization. Furthermore, we need to be careful to historicize the transnational 
accurately. Both advocates and skeptics of the transnational are mostly 
unaware of the contribution of minority perspectives, and, particularly 
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Black intellectual thought, to its evolution. For, unlike what some advo-
cates of the transnational pretend, the alleged “turn” to the transnational 
did not simply “drop from the sky.”6 Rather, Black intellectuals of the fi rst 
half of the twentieth century as well as scholars of postcolonial and 
diaspora studies continually made theoretical and methodological ad-
vances that led to this development. Their advances not only have to be 
given due credit but should be considered for their potential value in in-
terdisciplinary transnational studies. However, transnational concepts 
from the area of postcolonial and diaspora studies should be read criti-
cally to determine their historical accuracy and to counter their essential-
izing tendencies.

In this essay, I aim to analyze early and mid-twentieth-century Afri-
can American transnational perspectives against the backdrop of the Black 
Atlantic, a postmodern concept of Black transnationalism Paul Gilroy 
elaborated in his 1993 study of Black diasporic encounters. Specifi cally, I 
turn to W. E. B. Du Bois, one of the founders of pan-Africanism, as a para-
digmatic example of an early twentieth-century historian with an inter- 
and transnational approach. This African American intellectual moved 
within the Black Atlantic world and published numerous writings on Na-
tional Socialist Germany in the United States during the 1930s. Here, I fo-
cus on Du Bois’s comparative writings on German and American racial 
policies, which also feature critical refl ections on questions of (trans)na-
tionalism, national identity, and belonging that counter some of the char-
acteristics Gilroy attributes to Black transnationalism in the Black Atlantic. 
Taking the advances of scholars skeptical of transnational paradigms as 
the starting point for my analysis, I will suggest a way in which the Black 
Atlantic could indeed serve as a valuable paradigm for future historical 
studies of the Black diaspora. 

Twentieth Century Black (Trans)nationalism

In their efforts to retrace the formation of a collective Black identity, schol-
ars of postcolonial studies and the Black diaspora naturally turned to their 
discipline’s foundational literature.7 Aiming to (re)write history from the 
bottom up and to examine “the hyphens between places of ‘origin’ and 
America,” scholars of African American history and culture often looked 
back to late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century African American 
concepts of Black internationalism.8 Following the social movements of 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, this new generation of scholars investigated 
the approaches and writings of intellectuals who had been excluded from 
the political and historical master narrative of Western civilization. These 
same intellectuals struggled against racial oppression and constantly 
fought ostracism while they claimed equality beyond citizenship. Many 
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even emigrated as a last resort.9 These formerly ignored intellectuals, like 
W. E. B. Du Bois and Martin Delaney, had naturally become transnational 
in response to the “‘imagined community’ of United States nationalism.”10 
Writing against their exclusion, they constructed international global net-
works and laid the foundations of current transnational perspectives in a 
continuous critical dialogue with “the national.”

Looking back to the period before the American Civil War, these Afri-
can American intellectuals conceived of a Black internationalism that 
ultimately transformed into the political and cultural concept of pan-
Africanism.11 Around 1900, this pan-Africanism encompassed “ideas of 
equality of political and economic opportunity for Africans everywhere, 
democracy, majority rule in Africa, and liberty.”12 Emulating the ideals of 
the French and American Revolutions, pan-Africanism aimed to achieve 
liberal and non-violent reforms that would promote African nationalism. 
As one of its most ardent representatives, W. E. B. Du Bois heralded pan-
African nationalism in his address to the Pan-African Congress in 1900 
as a call for the integrity and independence of the African states.13 Pan-
Africanism later became a more radical, “nationalistic, unifi ed struggle of 
African peoples against all forms of foreign aggression and invasion, in 
the fi ght for nationhood and nation building.” It sought the “total libera-
tion and unifi cation of all African peoples” to achieve “African nation-
hood and nationality.”14 Early twentieth-century Black internationalism, 
with Africa as the point of reference and its awareness of the “Negro prob-
lem” in the world,15 was fundamentally marked by its focus on nationalist 
structures. It either called for a radically separatist Black nationalism or a 
more moderate, integrationist though nation-centered stance, and made a 
double consciousness of being both Black and American possible. 

When colonial power in Africa collapsed and African emancipation 
movements achieved success, pan-African nationalism, in some respects, 
evolved into the “imagined community” of the African or Black diaspora 
and expanded its approach.16 While earlier cultural studies on Black trans-
nationalism had focused on the teleological and authoritative role Africa 
played as the ancestral homeland, more recent studies have privileged 
hybridity and displacement, presenting postcolonial conceptualizations 
of diaspora. These studies concentrate on practices of travel, migration, 
and interaction in an increasingly global world and integrate formerly 
marginalized and intermediary spaces while claiming to transcend racist 
essentialism.

Paul Gilroy’s 1993 The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscious-
ness is a landmark in diaspora and transnational studies that exemplifi es 
the theoretical premises of many of the cultural studies of the early 1990s. 
Gilroy draws a conceptual triangle across the Atlantic that connects Af-
rica, the Americas, and Europe, attributing a merely metaphoric presence 
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to Africa. Gilroy calls upon historians to consider the Black Atlantic as one 
unit of analysis as it modifi es traditional nationalist concepts of modern 
transatlantic history. The Black Atlantic offers a basis for (re)writing African 
American-European, and particularly African American-German history 
in a transnational and intercultural way. In focusing on formerly si-
lenced voices, it also provides a constructive cultural theory for studying 
German-American relations that defi es the hegemonic white discourse in 
historical studies.17 Wanting to transcend structures of nation and state as 
well as the constraints of ethnicity and national particularity, Gilroy con-
ceives of the Black Atlantic as a “counterculture of modernity” that breaks 
with the dogmatic nationalist focus of earlier cultural criticism. Like many 
scholars of African American history who proposed a “Black countermod-
ernism” beside white modernism in the 1980s and 1990s,18 Gilroy places a 
Black counterhistory beside the formerly nation-centered historical master 
narratives.

Gilroy’s postmodern conceptualization of Black transnationalism of-
fers an excellent basis for a critical interpretation of Du Bois’s accounts of 
Nazi Germany. In his texts, Du Bois explores Nazi racial policies and their 
impact on the construction of a quintessential, racially defi ned German 
identity. Further, he compares these constructions of identity, nation, and 
ethnicity with American ones. Though he plays with nationalist and so-
cialist ideas in his search for a “world free for democracy and a democracy 
free for Black Folk,” he ultimately rejects the essentialist ideals of National 
Socialist thought, implicitly adding to a defi nition of a Black Atlantic 
world.19 However, his views are not restricted to the binary relationship be-
tween Germany and the United States. Du Bois’s refl ections on Germany’s 
collapse into perdition mirror a search for a historical and prospective role 
for Africa in a global context and, therefore, have to be seen as part of a 
larger global discourse. While Du Bois’s texts corroborate much of Gil-
roy’s conceptualization of Black transnationalism, they also refute 
some of Gilroy’s premises, thus calling for a critical adaptation and re-
evaluation of the Black Atlantic as a tool for analyzing African American-
German relations. This essay, therefore, aims not only to outline the ways 
in which the Black Atlantic can challenge traditional readings of the trans-
atlantic history of the Third Reich but also to refl ect critically on the con-
cept of the Black Atlantic itself.

The Black Atlantic—A Counterculture of Modernity?

While Gilroy’s Black Atlantic gives important impulses for critically re-
thinking the metanarrative of nation-centered historiography, its adapta-
tion to historical transnational studies is not unproblematic.20 Although it 
seeks to deconstruct universals, essentialisms, and restrictive binaries of 
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modernist discourse, it is in danger of falling into essentialization and de-
historicization itself. Its present and future-oriented focus on the transna-
tional and the hybrid has been criticized as merely replacing the nationalist 
with the hybrid and thus adopting a utopian, non-heuristic character.21 
This is not to say that the Black Atlantic cannot be a heuristic concept. It 
does persuasively point out the shortcomings of purely national ap-
proaches to culture and politics. However, its conceptualization as a 
“countermodernity” categorically excludes the consideration of complex 
enmeshments of nationalism, internationalism, and transnationalism that 
characterize its historical sources. Furthermore, if we understand it as a 
“counterhistory,” then it cannot be incorporated into a global history of 
colonization, enslavement, and imperialism. This understanding fails to 
fully acknowledge the strategic importance of categories Gilroy ascribes 
to modernity such as nation, state, and ethnicity. Gilroy is right to criticize 
conventional historical interpretations of slavery that ignore the impact of 
slave resistance and the abolition movement as forms of Black agency in 
the formation of European modernity. Yet his focus on the interaction be-
tween the center and the periphery, and between New World slavery and 
Europe, excludes Africa.22 Gilroy is charged with generally dismissing 
pan-African nationalism because he criticizes the nationalist and imperial-
ist zeal of Afro-centrist ideas and a “back to Africa” movement. With this 
criticism, he seems to implicitly allocate a merely marginal, depoliticized, 
and decorative role to Africa that stands in opposition to early twentieth-
century African American endeavors to make Africa as important as West-
ern nations on the world map.23 Consequently, he also brackets off African 
intellectuals who stood in close contact with African American travelers to 
Europe. Thus, Gilroy is castigated for his alleged ignorance of the impor-
tance of negritude and (pan-)African nationalist thinking to the constitu-
tion of Black-Atlantic intellectual thought.24 

Another criticism leveled against Gilroy involves his reading of “slave 
ships.” Gilroy contends that this emblem of the historical experience of 
slavery is not only a sign of alienation, “racial terror, commerce and ethico-
political degeneration,” but that the ships themselves were the “living 
means” connecting the two sides of the Atlantic, and must be thought of 
as “cultural and political units rather than abstract embodiments of the 
triangular trade.” Many cultural historians object that this reading gives 
slavery and the Middle Passage a merely metaphorical presence that 
wrenches them “out of a historically specifi c continuum” and lends a 
“false idea of choice to forced migration.”25 

Gilroy centers on Black British and African American conceptions of 
diaspora and emphasizes the Middle Passage and slavery as a break and 
geopolitical link that unites African Americans and Black British individu-
als. Yet this focus sets Africa apart and conceives of the Black Atlantic as a 
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hegemonic concept not applicable outside of Anglo-American contexts. 
As crucial as the experiences of slavery and the Middle Passage have 
proven to be for African Americans and Black Britons, using this con-
structed collective memory as a defi ning characteristic for a Black diasporic 
community implicitly excludes Afro-Germans because, as Tina Campt 
notes, they lack such “shared narratives of home, belonging and 
community.”26  Campt has sought to defi ne a diasporic concept that would 
apply to Afro-German contexts. She argues that “connected differences” 
between different Black cultures, which Audre Lorde foregrounded in her 
foreword to Showing Our Colors, must be recognized.27 Drawing on Jac-
queline Nassy Brown’s critique of The Black Atlantic, Campt emphasizes 
Gilroy’s failure to examine the “asymmetries of power that exist across 
and between different Black communities and the very different relation-
ships to diaspora that arise as a result.”28 She notes that the “relationships 
among different Black communities are structured no less by dynamics of 
power and hegemony than those that came to constitute the diaspora 
itself.” Anglo-American concepts of diaspora such as the Black Atlantic 
have dominated the discourse, contributing “to an imbalance in the na-
ture of the transatlantic exchanges that constitute the diaspora.”29 

In sum, the list of arguments The Black Atlantic evoked seems endless 
and at times no less essentializing than the fl aws critics identifi ed in Gilroy’s 
concept. Gilroy is criticized for a lack of historical contextualization or 
rigorous interrogation of his sources30 and for propagating historical dis-
continuity.31 Moreover, critics fi nd fault with Gilroy’s Anglo-American 
focus, his failure to bestow a “real” and denotative presence on Africa, and 
the hegemony over different Black diasporas he establishes.32 Most prom-
inently, they denounce his radical claim that the Black Atlantic constitutes 
an abstract “Black counterculture to modernity”—a claim at odds with the 
historical cultural and political reality of Black Atlantic culture. In longing 
to disengage from categories such as race, nation, and geography for the 
future, Gilroy indeed implicitly dehistoricizes the sources of the Black At-
lantic, discarding it as a heuristic model for historical analysis. 

Hence, present studies of the diasporic and the transnational face the 
challenge of producing self-refl exive critical investigations that strive for 
historical specifi city and contextualization while looking at the entangle-
ments, mutual infl uences, and reciprocal or ambivalent perceptions of 
transnational and diasporic interconnections. In order to overcome the 
problems of dehistoricization, decontextualization, and essentialization, I 
want to argue, as Rogers Brubaker has done, that the diasporic and the 
transnational should be conceived of as categories of individual prac-
tice.33 

Recent conceptualizations of diaspora, including Brubaker’s, use it 
as a political stance that functions as a normative category; it aims at 
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remaking the world rather than describing it. However, this political, nor-
mative, and prescriptive notion prohibits the heuristic use of the diasporic. 
Yet, as recent criticism of the Black Atlantic has shown, the diasporic must 
turn heuristic to be viable for future historical study. This, however, is only 
possible if the at times utopistic, prescriptive, and predetermining politi-
cal dimension of the diasporic is exchanged for a historically more accu-
rate, sensitive and practice-oriented approach that also involves its tangible 
geographical scope. Hence, we should be careful not to employ sources 
according to our individual political interests but scrutinize these interests 
and focus on the actual practices the sources convey.

Based on W. E. B. Du Bois’s writings on Germany, this paper chal-
lenges the recent normative approaches to diaspora that oversimplify the 
concept as the antithesis of nation in their effort to render it hermeneutic. 
In these writings, Du Bois did not oppose ideas of nation and nationalism 
but engaged in a very complex process of both conscious and subcon-
scious construction of identity. Although binary oppositions do play a 
part in this—Du Bois did incorporate notions of nation and national-
ism—so do hybrid and highly ambivalent concepts. Thus, Du Bois implic-
itly refuted the postmodern terminology of diaspora as the antithesis of the 
putatively homogeneous nation. His writings call for a transnational con-
cept more tolerant of the national. They furthermore suggest that diaspora 
and nationalism need to be viewed as inextricably linked discourses con-
stantly deconstructed and reconstructed rather than as mutually opposed, 
essentialist, and static categories.

An ‘Other Within’: W. E. B. Du Bois in Nazi Germany 

Du Bois’s affi nity for Germany constitutes an important pillar in Gilroy’s 
construct of ideas. Gilroy uses Du Bois’s writings to substantiate his argu-
ment that the Black Atlantic constitutes a counterculture to modernity: he 
emphasizes Du Bois’s affection for Germany and acknowledges the sa-
lience of German political thought and, in particular, German idealism 
and nationalism, to Du Bois’s concept of modernity. Moreover, Gilroy un-
derstands Du Bois’s concept of double consciousness and his “cultures of 
diaspora Blacks” in general as “expressions of and commentaries upon 
ambivalences generated by modernity.”34 He also points out the striking 
ambivalences in Du Bois’s ideological outlook. Du Bois synthesized na-
tional and transnational concerns in his concept of pan-Africanism. At the 
same time, Du Bois toyed with ambivalent ideas of roots and routes when 
he, on the one hand, temporarily advocated an understanding of what he 
thought were the roots of a racially homogeneous and ethnically absolute 
Black culture, into which he leapt “with enthusiasm” while studying at 
Fisk University.35 On the other hand, Du Bois conceived of the Black 
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diaspora heterogeneously, as marked by routes of “travel, movement, dis-
placement and relocation.”36 Last but not least, Gilroy mentions Du Bois’s 
intense engagement with Hegel and neo-Hegelian thought37 and with 
Heinrich von Treitschke’s (at times racist and fundamentally exclusive) 
nationalism alongside his continuing admiration of Prussian ideals. While 
Gilroy acknowledges Du Bois’s ambiguous fascination with nationalist 
doctrines and the fact that the “idea of nationality occupies a central, if 
shifting place” in the works of Black post-Enlightenment men, he does not 
critically refl ect on these ideas as a potential argument against his concept 
of a Black anti-nationalist counterculture.38 

Although I agree with Gilroy’s characterization of Du Bois’s frequently 
ambivalent modes of thinking as rather non-radical,39 I argue that Du 
Bois’s more extensive writings on Germany in the African American press 
refute Gilroy’s conceptualization of the Black Atlantic as a counterculture. 
Rather, they exemplify that Du Bois engaged in an ongoing process of 
creative and affi rmative negotiation and oscillation between modern con-
ceptions of nation and race, as well as the implications of race for national 
belonging.

A Germanophile, Du Bois, who was educated at Fisk, Harvard, and 
Humboldt in Berlin, was, perhaps, the African American traveler most 
ambivalent about and interested in the “new” Germany under National 
Socialism. When he fi rst lived in Germany as a student from 1892 to 1894,40 
Du Bois experienced “the new and mighty focus of Science, Education 
and military organization” in Wilhelmine Germany. Remembering the 
freedom “from most of the iron bands that bound [him] at home,” as well 
as from the “race problem into which [he] was born,” he returned in 1923 
searching for a true democracy “free for Black Folk.”41 In 1936, he returned 
yet again as a “sharp and prescient observer.” This time, however, he 
looked in vain for the characteristic “Gemütlichkeit” and liberal spirit he 
had previously attributed to Germany.42 

Du Bois’s visit to Germany was funded by a grant from the Ober-
laender Trust. His choice of this trust was regarded with much skepticism 
inter alia by the liberal German-Jewish anthropologist Franz Boas, as 
Oberlaender was a known Nazi sympathizer.43 In accepting the grant, Du 
Bois was prohibited from participating as a founding member of the 
American Committee for Anti-Nazi Literature, for which Franz Boas had 
tried to win his support.44 In his response to Boas, Du Bois pointed out 
that the trust indeed prohibited the study of race prejudice but was willing 
to fund a study on education and industry. Whereas no limits were set 
on what he could say after he returned, Du Bois considered it unwise 
“to publicly join any committee” in which his participation might jeopar-
dize the funding of his study.45 One could defend Du Bois’s choice by ar-
guing that he may have sought the patronage and funding of a Nazi 
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sympathizer simply to ensure safe travel to Germany and a stay unen-
cumbered by Nazi racial discrimination. Boas was skeptical about Du 
Bois’s trip. He doubted that Du Bois would be able to “see behind the 
scenes” as “people in Germany are so terrorized that nobody dares to say 
anything except to his oldest and most reliable friends.”46 Yet these re-
marks did not discourage the optimistic traveler, who trusted his “good 
deal of experience in seeing beyond surface indications.”47 

Du Bois would keep his promise to report critically about German 
racial politics. However, it was only after he had left Germany and es-
caped German censorship that he regained a feeling of personal security. 
Then, his writings in the Pittsburgh Courier took on a sharp, analytical, 
critical, and provocative tone that had been lacking in his fi rst analyses 
from Germany. At fi rst glance, Du Bois, in his writings up through Decem-
ber 1936, seemed to evade issues of race and anti-Semitism. On closer ex-
amination, however, one fi nds that he did comment on racial issues in a 
contained way. His extensive articles on the Deutsches Museum in Mu-
nich and the Olympics are of special interest, for he interpreted them as 
sites where German nationalism, social hierarchy, and inequality were on 
display. 

On the surface, Du Bois’s lengthy documentary article on his four-day 
visit to the Deutsches Museum could be mistaken for the account of a 
Germanophile blinded by German grandeur. However, Du Bois con-
sciously observed the exposition’s omissions and silences, essentially crit-
icizing its exclusively national character and unjustifi ed aggrandizement 
of the German nation.48 While wholeheartedly admiring modernity’s sci-
entifi c and technological achievements, Du Bois read the Deutsches 
Museum exposition as a public statement of national self-representation 
and as an allegory of the National Socialist ideology of a grand Nordic 
Übermensch. He maintained that Germany lacked the disposition to estab-
lish a culture beyond commercialism and nationality and was not deluded 
by the nationalistic demonstration of German “fame.” Instead, he hailed 
the international character of scientifi c achievements and inveighed 
against the exposition for its exclusive and nationalistic presentation. Well 
aware that the German postal service would censor his writings, he pro-
vided German authorities with what they wanted to see and made use of 
double consciousness as a rhetorical strategy. In this way, he could hide 
his pointed criticism behind overt appreciation.49 

Du Bois’s refl ections on the 1936 Berlin Olympics offer fertile ground 
for analyzing the interplay between nation, class, and race in a transna-
tional perspective. Discussions about African American participation and 
performance in the Olympics had already started in 1933. The NAACP 
called for African Americans to boycott and abandon the Olympics on the 
grounds of German and American racism,50 but many others argued that 
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African American participation provided an opportunity to repudiate 
both Nazi and white American racial theories.51 They viewed the Olym-
pics as an international arena in which racial equality could be publicly 
displayed. Hence, successful African American participation was essen-
tial, if only to avenge Joe Louis for his devastating defeat by Max Schmeling 
on June 19, 1936.52 These advocates held beliefs similar to the “Double V” 
campaign of WWI—victory abroad entailing victory at home: they held 
that the 1936 Olympics, which offered African Americans an opportunity 
to excel publicly, was too great an opportunity to forgo. Arriving in Ger-
many a month before the start of the Olympics, Du Bois witnessed the 
changes Germany underwent to prepare for them: signs discriminating 
against Jews were temporarily taken down, and other measures intended 
to disguise the true extent of Nazi racism were offi cially enforced.53 The 
propagandistic demonstration of Nazi-German superiority and self-
suffi ciency fooled many journalists and, in Du Bois’s view, made the 
“testimony of the non-German speaking visitor to the Olympic Games …
worse than valueless.”54 To escape this, he chose to be absent for most 
of the month and watch the goings-on from Paris as an insider outside. 

Much of the African American reporting on the Olympics revolved 
around Hitler’s racist disregard for African American Olympians, espe-
cially Jesse Owens.55 Du Bois, however focused on Berlin’s “normalcy af-
ter the Olympic Games.”56 Only much later, in October, did he venture to 
“estimate the impression” that the Olympic Games and the “colored com-
petitors” had made on Germany and Europe.57 His fi rst observations cen-
tered on class. In a “world atmosphere of suspicion and distrust,” Du Bois 
emphasized the games’ importance for the “future efforts of Negroes” be-
cause they “typif[ied] a new conception of the American Negro for Eu-
rope and … a new idea of race relations in the United States.”58 To Du 
Bois, the international sports arena mirrored the interrelatedness of race 
and class in society. While noting that England picked its contestants from 
a small segment of society, he held that sports in the United States had 
begun to acquire a far more democratic character.59 Carefully distancing 
himself from the “white” and “Black” press by avoiding racial jargon, Du 
Bois, in his early reports, was reluctant to interpret African American vic-
tories as the result of physical advantages because that would have been 
essentialist and racist.

Others, however, were not afraid to be more explicit. The entire Sep-
tember issue of The Crisis, entitled “Jim Crow in Steel,” was dedicated to 
the Olympics and the “Jesse Owens saga.”60 According to the Baltimore 
Afro-American, K. K. K. Hanfstaengl, a Hitler confi dant, had stated that “it 
was Africa that dominated the Olympic track … not the United States.” 61 
The editor of The Crisis responded to this remark with interest. The Ger-
man belief that the “American Negro Olympic stars” were “not really 
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Americans but ‘Black auxiliary forces’” made a certain amount of sense to 
him. Europeans were unable to understand the “situation in America 
where Negroes on paper … are American citizens, but in cold reality are 
not,” for “Germans look at the reality, not the phrases of the Constitution.” 
He held that “Germany knows … that mobs make sport of black men 
upon the slightest pretext, without the government lifting a hand to ap-
prehend lynchers.… She knows that in practically all places of public ac-
commodation Negroes are humiliated and insulted.”62 Similarly, The 
Baltimore Afro-American noted in an article entitled “We Shine for Amer-
ica” that “the glory isn’t ours, it belongs to our country.”63 Thus, it bitterly 
alluded to the injustice of white America happily accepting the victories 
won by African Americans while refusing them equality in practice.

In contrast, Du Bois attempted to look at the Olympics from a transna-
tional angle. He criticized the racist representations of Black Olympic 
competitors in the French and German press, in particular the astonish-
ment with which Black participation and victories were commented on. 
Du Bois also described the two nations’ different ways of presenting Black 
athletes, noting that German papers “pick African American competitors 
out for comment” and label these competitors “Negroes,” whereas the 
French put a special emphasis on printing their colored faces.64 Du Bois’s 
astute observation entails a criticism of overtly German vis-à-vis clandes-
tine and concealed French forms of racism.65 

Du Bois changed his initially hesitant tone in the articles he wrote af-
ter leaving Germany in December 1936. Certain that “his friends … under-
stood” his reticence for “it simply wasn’t safe to attempt anything further,” 
he now fulminated against Germany’s racial policies.66 Looking at the ad-
vances Hitler had made since “riding into power by accusing the world of 
a conspiracy to ruin Germany by economic starvation,” Du Bois character-
ized the Nazi state as a “content and prosperous whole” on the surface 
with strongly reduced unemployment rates and “perfect public order.” 
However, his gaze reached beneath the surface: “And yet, in … contradic-
tory paradox to all this, Germany is silent, nervous, suppressed; it speaks 
in whispers; there is no public opinion, no opposition, no discussion of 
anything; there are waves of enthusiasm, but never any protest.”67 

Germany, to him, was a “paradox and contradiction.”68 Painted in a 
brilliant, innocent white on the outside, it was overshadowed by a dark 
abiding presence inside. Analyzing differences between German anti-
Semitism and American racism, he asserted that “there is race prejudice in 
Germany, and a regular, planned propaganda to increase it.”69 In Ger-
many, the “campaign of race prejudice is carried on … specifi cally against 
the Jews, [and it] surpasses in vindictive cruelty and public insult any-
thing [he has] ever seen.” To Du Bois, the “fi ght of the Jew in Germany … 
is an attack on civilization, comparable only to the Spanish Inquisition 
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and the African slave trade.”70 However, Du Bois contrasted German anti-
Semitism with American racism, arguing that the former was not “the re-
sult of long belief backed by child teaching, and outward insignia like 
color or hair” but as “reasoned prejudice, or an economic fear,” thus re-
vealing some of his anti-Semitic sentiments.71 Nonetheless, his critical vi-
sion of the discrimination against German Jews remained clear: he 
recognized that they were constantly publicly belittled, cursed, and 
blamed whenever Hitler made a speech. Experienced with American Jim 
Crow practices, he read between the lines of “cases in the papers”: en-
forcement of miscegenation laws, professional discrimination, 

… the total disenfranchisement of all Jews; deprivation of civil 
rights and inability to remain or become German citizens; limited 
rights of education, a narrowly limited right to work in trades, 
professions and the civil service; threat of boycott, loss of work 
and even mob violence and, above all, the continued circulation of 
Julius Streicher’s Stuermer, the most shameless, lying advocate of 
race hate in the world, not excluding Florida.72 

Despite his clear perception of the power and reach of anti-Semitism, 
Du Bois still appreciated the “essential character of the German people.” 
He described them as “a kind folk, good-hearted, hating oppression, 
widely sympathetic with suffering, and fi lled with longing ideals for all 
mankind.” Du Bois enjoyed his stay in Germany because he felt that 
Germans “[t]reated [him] with uniform courtesy and consideration,” 
which would have been “impossible … in any part of the United States, 
without … frequent cases of personal insult or discrimination.”73 Always 
“an object of curiosity,” yet never publicly insulted, he nevertheless looked 
beyond the surface and continuously pointed to the ambivalences of his 
“Black” presence in Germany. He was clearly aware of the limits of his 
personal freedom, which would have been reached immediately had mis-
cegenation come into play. 

Although Du Bois refl ected positively on his personal experiences, he 
clearly distinguished between individual encounters with Germans, 
Germany as a whole, and Nazi politics, both in articles from 1936 and 
1941. He bluntly and fundamentally disapproved of Hitler’s tyrannical 
“dictatorship,” describing it as based on “espionage” and “backed by 
swift and cruel punishment” that could lead “without trial, to cold 
murder.”74 Unlike the “white” American Press, which he characterized as 
“beyond belief” regarding Nazism, Du Bois recognized how grave the 
situation was.75 However, just because he articulately denounced discrim-
inatory Nazi politics did not mean that he judged Germany as a whole. 
He argued that Hitler “and his state would have disappeared” long since 



GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 5 (2008)     111

had the establishment of a tyranny been all Hitler had done.76 Further-
more, he maintained that Germany’s “compromise” was an “immense 
sacrifi ce” for “domestic peace” and for Germans as an unquestioning peo-
ple, disinterested in whether “other and less dangerous roads [would 
have] led to the same end.”77 

Presumably impeded by his relatively “positive” personal experiences 
as well as his interest in a “just” characterization of Nazi Germany, Du 
Bois refl ected critically, yet in a deliberately balanced and primarily posi-
tive way, on the country in which he had experienced his personal “spiri-
tual awakening” forty years earlier. His positive refl ections on Nazi 
Germany and his criticism of German Jews have often been held against 
him. Critics have accused him of being pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic; the lat-
ter charge is fundamentally substantiated in a much disputed 1937 inter-
view published in the German-speaking New York newspaper Staatszeitung 
und Herold. However, this presents only one side of Du Bois’s very com-
plex and nuanced perspective. In his weekly column in the Pittsburgh Cou-
rier, he commented more critically on Nazi Germany.78 

In 1952, Du Bois refl ected on his visit to the remains of the Warsaw 
Ghetto three years before and on two other visits to Poland and Germany. 
Although he showed great interest in the mechanisms of anti-Semitism in 
both Poland and Germany, he stated that “the result” of his three visits 
was “not so much a clearer understanding of the Jewish problem in the 
world as it was a real and more complete understanding of the Negro 
problem.”79 Hence, we need to place his interest in Germany’s political, 
social, and cultural development and its discriminatory and supremacist 
politics under National Socialist rule within a larger comparative and 
transnational perspective. His investigation of Nazi politics would even-
tually lead him to assert that “the problem of slavery, emancipation, and 
caste in the United States was no longer … a separate and unique thing,” 
but “cut across lines of color.” 80 His observations helped him “to emerge 
from a certain social provincialism into a broader conception of what the 
fi ght against race segregation, religious discrimination, and the oppres-
sion by wealth had to become if civilization was going to triumph and 
broaden in the world”—including Africa. Eight years earlier, in 1941, Du 
Bois had wondered what would become of Africa if Hitler won, which he 
did not believe possible “in the long run.” He saw Africa “parceled out 
between Germany and Italy.” “Subjected to … a caste system resembling 
slavery,” Africans would be made “valuable to the conqueror,” but this 
would also lead to the conqueror’s “eventual disaster.”81 

In this dystopia, Du Bois foresaw rebellion, “a frightful whirl of un-
loosened passion which no power in Fascist Europe [could] long hold 
back.”82 This optimistic vision must be examined in context: Afro-America 
was incredibly exasperated with Italy for its ravaging of Ethiopia. Against 
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this backdrop, Du Bois sounded as though he was calling for the Allies to 
prevail and rescue Europe from fascism. The African American press re-
peatedly expressed concern about Africans and colonial Africa. The shift-
ing balance of power in Europe during World War II made their fate 
uncertain. In particular, it expressed fear that Germany would demand 
that the British and French empires cede control of former German colo-
nies to Germany. The press also compared these demands to French and 
British rule, pointing out the hypocrisy of their “democracies” regarding 
the colonies: “the natives have as much liberty and freedom in their own 
countries as the Jews enjoy in Hitler’s Germany.”83

 The breadth of Du Bois’s transnational vision becomes more apparent 
in his elaboration of “Hitler’s New World Order.” In this 1941 article, 
which must be read as part of the debate surrounding a possible American 
entry into WWII, Du Bois regarded Hitler and the Nazis as part of a larger 
phenomenon—as only the second phase of a “revolution sweeping over 
Europe … far greater than the Nazis.”84 In an attempt to understand the 
transformation Germany had undergone when he had visited it in 1936, 
Du Bois looked back at the rise and decline of democracy there.85 He point-
edly depicted Nazi power as the rule of a “murderous mob” composed of 
“ex-soldiers, socialists, capitalists, Jew-baiters and psychopathic fanatics” 
that had “sabotaged the Weimar Republic” and “erect[ed] an oligarchy 
on its ruins.” Here Du Bois demonstrated a critical understanding of 
Nazism’s “success” without underestimating its complexity. He warned 
that it was a “grave mistake to assume that Hitlerism either in method or 
in will is all propaganda.” Regarding Germans as “a population much 
more intelligent” than others, Du Bois assumed that a higher force was at 
work in “Hitlerism’s” success: it was “based on a revolution so profound 
and a doctrine so fundamental that it cannot entirely fail” for “all this 
smoke and propaganda rose above a much more signifi cant movement 
which pre-dated Hitler and the Nazis,” the revolution of “industrial ratio-
nalization.” 86 In Du Bois’s view, with planning and international economic 
cooperation aimed at achieving a world economy, this revolution would 
ultimately give formerly disadvantaged “racial” minorities a chance to 
rise. In this fantasy, Du Bois envisioned a socialist pan-European system. 
He clearly distinguished, however, between the socialist elements he ap-
preciated within National Socialism and his own vision of a transnational 
pan-Africanist movement. Refl ecting on “Neuropa,” Du Bois led a trans-
nationalist discourse in dialogic exchange with fundamentally nationalist 
ideas.

Du Bois’s attitudes toward Germany were complex and highly am-
bivalent. While sharply critical, he also profoundly respected and empathized 
with Germany and its people; he sought out what was essentially good in 
what he saw as a deplorable development that, though not irrevocable, 
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could lead to Germany’s self-destruction. Du Bois was indeed “a sharp 
and prescient observer”87 of Germany whose refl ections were at times 
softened by his admiration of the country. The complexity of these refl ec-
tions demonstrate that Du Bois understood Germany’s paradoxes and 
ambivalences and had a fundamentally positive view of the nation with-
out condoning its dictatorial and racist policies.

Du Bois held the provocative view that Nazi tyranny was an inevita-
ble consequence of Germany’s social, economic, and political struggle af-
ter WWI, and furthermore, he argued that it was Germany’s only 
alternative to turning communist. At fi rst glance, one might see this as 
uncritical acceptance of Nazi Germany.88 Yet, Du Bois severely criticized 
the racist, propagandist dictatorship, even though he expressed under-
standing for the depressive mood in Germany following the Versailles 
Treaty and credited National Socialism with social achievements.89 His 
empathy for the country and people he still thoroughly respected and his 
ability to dissociate and abstract his appreciation of Germany as a Volk and 
nation from its contemporary tyrannical politics distinguished Du Bois 
from many of his contemporaries.90 In 1936 and even in 1941, Du Bois still 
hoped that the situation could improve and was sorely disappointed when 
he witnessed the full dimension of Nazi Germany’s genocide on traveling 
to Warsaw after the war.91 

Du Bois’s repeated attempts to see “beyond the surface” and to look 
for higher ideals driving political developments in Nazi Germany not only 
make his observations interesting but also offer a broad spectrum of analy-
sis on issues ranging from class to race and nation. He regarded the “exag-
gerated and childish theory of race” as fatal to the success of any economic 
or political system on an international scale. Further, he recognized and 
censured Nazi Germany’s determination to eliminate “Jewish brains” and 
its intention to construct a state based on the “utter subordination of the 
Poles and Slavs.”92 However, he saw a great opportunity in the idea of 
“sweeping” away national and linguistic barriers that had “so long hin-
dered and disorganized Europe.”93 While he rejected Hitler’s dream of a 
pan-German superstate under the National Socialist dictatorship, he ap-
proved of the idea of making Europe transnational. Hence, he dreamed of 
a united but democratic Europe only temporarily shattered by the wars 
that ravaged the continent during the fi rst half of the twentieth century. 

* * *

Du Bois’s refl ections on Nazi Germany are part of a larger transna-
tional, antiracist, and anticolonial discourse. Like other Black intellectuals 
such as C. L. R. James, George Padmore, and Oliver Cox, he “viewed fas-
cism as a blood relative of slavery and imperialism, global systems rooted 
both in capitalist political economy and in racist ideologies that were 
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already in place at the dawn of modernity.”94 At the same time, his writ-
ings manifest a continual dialogic exchange with fundamentally national-
ist ideas. Although he was torn between his “love for his oppressed race” 
and his “love for the oppressing country,” that is, the United States, Du 
Bois portrayed both the U.S. and Germany with surprising tolerance, 
which reveals that he did not decide against either country.95 Rather than 
oppose modernist ideas of nation and culture, he found them compelling. 
At the same time, he criticized social hierarchies and continually fought 
the African (American) struggle for racial equality. In his writings, the 
diasporic and the national must be understood not as mutually exclusive 
but as mutually constitutive, intertwined, and overlapping discourses. He 
held an intermediary, oscillating position, continually negotiating ideas of 
nation, ethnicity, nationalism and transnationalism. He attempted to cre-
ate a pluralistic view that went beyond apparent forms of racial discrimi-
nation and national borders. He was especially interested in the very 
complex process of both conscious and subconscious constructions of Ger-
man national(ist) identity, discerning binary and antithetical elements in 
it, but in his view, these were not its only determining factors. In refl ecting 
on the multilayered interdependencies of social, cultural, economic, and, 
not least, racist elements that he regarded as the foundation of the German 
National Socialist state, he developed a multifaceted perspective that in-
cluded notions of nation as a constitutive and forward-looking element. In 
focusing his analysis on Germany’s political, social, and racial structure, 
Du Bois was infl uenced by his personal inclination towards the country of 
his “spiritual awakening,” but not so much that he neglected his underly-
ing interest in the role of “the Negro” and Africa in the world. In his criti-
cal views of Germany, Du Bois not only looked at striking parallels between 
German and American social and racial politics but continuously asked 
what these political developments meant for Africa and Africans in the 
Black Atlantic diaspora.

Du Bois’s positions were divergent and, at times, ambivalent, and his 
transnational perspective was broad. To understand them fully, we must 
modify the mutually exclusive, antagonistic opposition of nationalism 
and diasporic culture. Du Bois constantly worked to combine national and 
diasporic elements in his writings and tried to integrate an important geo- 
and historiographical component: Africa. Underlying his and other Black 
diasporic intellectuals’ writings, for example, George Padmore’s, was a 
constant exploration of the meaning that fascism and World War II had for 
“the darker races.”96 These writers continuously questioned the impact 
that a shift in Europe’s distribution of power, as well as its economic defi -
cits during World War II, might have on European colonialism in Africa. 

It is not easy for historians aiming at historical specifi city, continuity, 
and contextualization to follow transnational approaches. They face the 
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diffi culty of combining comparative and interdisciplinary methods, and 
they should carefully analyze the relationship of the variables they pack 
together. In reaching beyond nineteenth- and twentieth-century concep-
tions of “nationality, ethnicity, authenticity and cultural integrity,”97 histo-
rians who choose the Black Atlantic as a paradigm for historical study 
must be cautious not to re-establish mutually exclusive oppositions like 
those they wish to overcome. Such new binaries merely shift the analysis 
from the center historians have criticized (i.e., Europe) to the formerly 
marginalized edge. Furthermore, it would be prudent for historians study-
ing diasporic and transnational themes to leave suffi cient space for the 
hybrid, intermediary, and ambivalent states of Black Atlantic individuals 
like Du Bois. Like him, many such individuals oscillated between the 
“camps” of nation, culture, and ethnicity and affi rmatively integrated na-
tionalist ideas in constructing a quintessentially Black diasporic transna-
tionalism.98 The recent foregrounding of hybridity, inbetweenness, and 
métissage is often perceived as presupposing anti-essentialism and plu-
rality, yet historians of the transnational must be careful not to simply re-
place the former essentialist categories with hybrid ones. They should 
continue to question the interactions and connections that stretch beyond 
the borders, as well as the structural categories of nation-states. Referring 
to Brubaker’s idea of conceptualizing diaspora as a category of practices,99 
I would like to suggest that the Black Atlantic can be reconceptualized as 
a dynamic transcultural and transnational concept. It combines the am-
bivalences of inbetweenness and belonging, as well as opposition to mo-
dernity and efforts to transform modernity into a more inclusive concept. 
The Black Atlantic, if used in a way that is sensitive to its historical sources 
and geographical specifi cs, that allocates a real, rather than merely meta-
phoric, space to Africa, and that strips it of its utopianism, could indeed 
serve as a valuable heuristic concept for future historical study. 
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