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CLARENCE LUSANE, Hitler’s Black Victims: The Historical Experience
of Afro-Germans, European Blacks, Africans and African Americans in the
Nazi Era, Crosscurrents in African American History (New York:
Routledge, 2002), viii + 312 pp. ISBN 0 415 93121 5. £65.00 

In 2000, Hans J. Massaquoi’s autobiography Neger, Neger, Schornstein-
feger! (in English: Destined to Witness) became a best-seller in Ger-
many. While the book covers Massaquoi’s whole life, the part in
which he describes his youth as an Afro-German in Hamburg during
the Nazi period is especially intriguing. He endured racial slurs and
faced dangerous moments, but at the same time lived a relatively
normal life and went to work daily. One of the most dangerous inci-
dents occurred when a hostile crowd mistook him for a downed
American pilot after a bombing raid in the autumn of 1944, a situa-
tion in which his local dialect and a German policeman saved him.
The fact that he was on several occasions protected by his German
compatriots may have contributed to the huge success of Massaquoi’s
book. Despite being the child of an absent African father and a
German mother, Massaquoi did not suffer the same degree of sys-
tematic persecution as the members of the Jewish community in Nazi
Germany or, after the war had started, as the Jews in the occupied
territories.

In Hitler’s Black Victims, Clarence Lusane tries to dispel the
impression that Massaquoi’s case is a typical one. Afro-Germans,
European Blacks, Africans and African Americans, Lusane argues,
were targeted by the Nazis as a group because of their racial back-
ground. They were as much victims of the Nazi Holocaust as other
‘racialized oppressed groups’ (p. 7), for example Jews and Gypsies,
and therefore entitled to compensation from the German govern-
ment. According to Lusane, members of the black community in
Germany are critical of Massaquoi’s book because it ‘does not
address the policies and political nature of antiblackness among the
Nazis in a systematic way’, and this ‘serves to undermine the the [sic]
argument for recognition of a collective assault and for compensa-
tion’ (pp. 36–7).

Lusane’s book is an attempt to set the record straight by writing
blacks back into the history of the Holocaust from which they—
according to him—have been excluded in the past. The author wants
to ‘excavate the nature and significance of “blackness” and “anti-
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blackness” in Germany and the occupied lands in the periods pre-
ceding and constituting the Nazi era. This also includes identifying
the oppositional praxis and resistance on the part of black Germans
and other people of African descent trapped under Nazism, as well
as the discourse and engagement regarding these issues from other
parts of the black diaspora, including African Americans’ (p. 5).
Lusane aims not only to deconstruct what he calls the ‘hegemonic
discourse of the Nazi era that, for the most part, has written out or
downplayed the presence of antiblackness and Negrophobia’. He
also wants to reconstruct the changing, unevenly applied, and often
contradictory nature of the Nazi racial agenda, to expand knowledge
of the black diaspora in Europe, to ‘reconceptualize our framework
on racism’, and to ‘examine the roots of contemporary European
racism through the prism of the black experience under Nazism’ (all
quotations pp. 6–8). For a book of 265 pages of main text, this is an
ambitious project.

Hitler’s Black Victims consists of four parts. The first is entitled
‘Beyond a White German Past’ and contains the introduction as well
as a chapter on ‘The Structuring of Black Marginality in Nazi
Germany’. In Part II the author goes back to ‘Blackness before Hitler’
to discuss, for example, the German colonial experience in Africa,
including the genocide of the Hereros, and the presence of people of
African descent in Germany before 1933, with special emphasis on
black troops during the French occupation of the Rhineland after the
First World War. The third part, which forms the core of the book,
deals with ‘Blacks and Nazism’, including the daily life of blacks in
Nazi Germany, the sterilization of Afro-Germans after 1933, the fate
of blacks in Nazi camps, and how Nazi propaganda addressed and
used the issue of blackness. Other chapters deal with jazz, black ath-
letes, and the various forms of resistance by people of African
descent to the Nazi regime. The last part, ‘Black Skins, German
Masks’, addresses the issues of racism and blackness in contempo-
rary Europe and especially Germany. It is followed by an appendix
consisting of an English translation of the 1935 Nuremberg Laws,
endnotes, a bibliography, and index.

Hitler’s Black Victims is to a very large degree based on published
books and articles, most of them in English. Nevertheless, the author,
who teaches at American University in Washington, DC, claims that
the history of blacks in Germany, especially during the Nazi period,
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is a ‘relatively uncharted land’ (p. 14). This is a curious statement,
considering the number of publications he uses in his work. In fact,
his bibliography has significant gaps. Peter Martin’s work on the
treatment of black prisoners-of-war (POWs) by the German armed
forces, for example, is missing, as is the same author’s Schwarze
Teufel, edle Mohren: Afrika in Bewußtsein und Geschichte der Deutschen
(1993) and the volume by David McBride, Leroy Hopkins, and C.
Aisha Blackshire-Belay, Crosscurrents: African Americans, Africa, and
Germany in the Modern World (1998). Likewise missing is the article by
Johnpeter Horst Grill and Robert L. Jenkins, ‘The Nazis and the
American South in the 1930s: A Mirror Image?’, published in the
Journal of Southern History (1992), to name only a few important stud-
ies Lusane did not use.

The title Hitler’s Black Victims suggests a focus on those blacks
who actually lived under Nazi rule, but Lusane’s interest in the his-
tory of white racism and the worldwide black diaspora causes him to
make extensive and sometimes lengthy digressions. A topic as broad
as the experience of blacks in the Nazi era requires conceptualization,
but to go back as far as the Native Americans Christopher Columbus
brought to Spain from America (p. 59) is to somehow overplay it. As
another example, he also recounts in detail the already well-known
fate of the ‘Hottentot Venus’, Sarah Bartmann, at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, although she never entered Germany (pp. 57–9).
Lusane’s rather fierce criticism of Adam Hochschild for his portrait
of Edmund Morel in King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and
Heroism in Colonial Africa (1999) maybe deserved, but is out of place
(pp. 69–77). Another distracting feature is Lusane’s tendency to pro-
vide as much biographical detail as possible on most black men or
women he mentions. The African American Lonnie Lawrence Dennis,
for example, does not rank among Hitler’s black victims by any
stretch of the imagination, but his life is retold over almost three pages
(pp. 122–4). The musician Valaida Snow receives even more attention,
although almost nothing is known about her eighteen months in a
German internment camp (pp. 165–72). The story of the rest of her life,
the history and significance of female jazz musicians in general, and
the fact that two compilations of Snow’s work are still for sale on the
internet, do not contribute much to the main topic of Lusane’s book.

The book clearly suffers from a lack of organization. Historio-
graphical questions, for example, are discussed in the introduction as
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well as in the first chapter. On several occasions, the author makes
seemingly contradictory statements. He writes that the African pop-
ulation in the German colonies never accepted German rule, but that
the Hereros tried for more than twenty years to live peacefully with
the Germans (p. 49). He argues that ‘very little has been written’ by
black soldiers on their experience in German captivity (p. 147), but
informs the reader six pages later that ‘many of the black British
POWs have written about their experiences’ (p. 153). He asserts that
the Reichskulturkammer never issued ‘sweeping restrictions banning
jazz outright’, but the reader learns a few lines down that its supreme
head, Joseph Goebbels, issued a ban on ‘all foreign, non-Aryan
music, including jazz’ in 1937 (p. 202).

Also distracting are the numerous typographical errors and incor-
rect spellings of German expressions, like ‘Schwartz Deutsch’ (p. 12),
‘Ficsher’ (p. 50), ‘Volkschuen’ (p. 61), ‘NSDDP’ instead of NSDAP (p.
79), ‘Neunengamme’ instead of Neuengamme (p. 164), ‘Afro-Deutsch
Fraülein’ (p. 261), ‘Swing-Heines’ (p. 204), and ‘Der Stumer’ instead
of—presumably—Der Stürmer (p. 226). ‘One of the most respected
scholarly presses publishing today’, as Lusane describes Routledge
(p. viii) should have done better.

Corresponding with this, the author displays a certain careless-
ness with facts. Again, a few examples will have to suffice. The
German population, for example, was nowhere near 250 million in
1932 (p. 98), and Das Schwarze Korps is first described as ‘the official
organ of the Gestapo’ (p. 104), but later correctly identified as the
newspaper of the SS (of which the Gestapo was a part). Sarah
Bartmann died in 1816, not 1825 (p. 59). The German POWs at
MacDill Field Base Hospital in Tampa did not demand and achieve
the segregation of the hospital mess halls in January 1945 (p. 152). It
was the American POW Camp Commander who disapproved of the
Germans coming into contact with African Americans in the hospi-
tal’s kitchen and mess hall. He initiated the opening of a second mess
for (white) officers and civilians, while black and white patients con-
tinued to eat together in another hall. The concentration camp
Neuengamme was not originally a regular prison, but a regular
prison was built on its site three years after the Second World War.
In addition, there were no ‘daily killings by gassing’ in ‘showers’ in
this camp (p. 164), although 448 Soviet POWs were murdered in
arrest cells by gassing on two occasions. The Kristallnacht pogroms
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took place in 1938, not 1937 (p. 201). And, finally, German Chancellor
Schröder and German President Rau did not ‘ban’ the National
Democratic Party (NPD); they cannot do this under the German Basic
Law (p. 263). Rather, a coalition of the major German parties has
asked the German Supreme Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht) to do so,
unsuccessfully so far because it has been revealed that many of the
NPD’s leadership were on the payroll of the German domestic intel-
ligence service.

On other issues, the reader would like to have more information,
or at least a footnote. Less than a page, for example, is given to two
Afro-Germans who, in interviews with other researchers, claimed to
have been members of the Hitler Youth (pp. 111–12). One of them
also served in the German Army, a claim also made by a third Afro-
German man. No more information is provided other than that one
of them served on the Eastern Front and was taken prisoner by the
Soviets. It is almost incomprehensible that Lusane does not make any
attempt to check these or other sensational claims, such as, for exam-
ple the story that Hitler had dinner with an African American
exchange student in 1932 (p. 95). Another example is Lusane’s asser-
tion that the Afro-German jazz musician William MacAllen was
given a yearly pension of 60,000 DM in the early 1960s by the German
government ‘as compensation for racial discrimination he suffered
during the Nazi time’. Although this was a substantial amount of
money (equivalent to about 212,000 DM in 2002) and MacAllen spent
most of the Nazi period outside Germany, Lusane is content to state
that it is ‘unknown what specific instances of racism MacAllen had
had to endure’ (p. 199). Equally deserving of critical verification is the
assertion that a well-know German fighter-pilot and—according to
Lusane—swing lover ‘was able to influence Hitler who then pres-
sured Goebbels to make German radio music more swinging’ (p.
203).

In addition, a number of Lusane’s interpretations and remarks are
questionable. His reference to the Neanderthal remains found near
Düsseldorf in 1856 as proof of an early African presence in Europe
does not require much comment (p. 54). The statement that the Euro-
pean powers went after African land ‘like schoolchildren fighting
over stolen candy’ might be a nice turn of phrase, although it does
not really capture the nature of European imperialism, but to argue
that the acquisition of a few colonies in Africa critically benefited the
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German economy and ‘contributed greatly’ to the country’s industri-
alization is more than debatable (p. 45). To accuse the German boxer
Max Schmeling of a ‘solid legacy of contributions to Nazism’ (p. 219)
is a gross misrepresentation, and at one point, Lusane himself comes
dangerously close to accepting the popular Nazi explanation for their
anti-Semitism when he writes: ‘Unlike Jews, who worked in a num-
ber of sectors where their presence was felt economically, Blacks did
not and could not dominate any economic area’ (p. 30).

The author’s casualness with facts and language becomes espe-
cially problematic when he addresses the status of blacks under Nazi
rule. Lusane makes a number of unsustainable statements, for exam-
ple, that racial segregation in America ‘foreshadowed the segregation
that Jews and racial minorities would face under Nazism’ (p. 89) and
that it is ‘clear that Hitler used the Jim Crow segregation statutes as
his model for defining Jews in the Third Reich’ (p. 105). As he knows
himself, the Nazis did not have to go so far afield to find inspiration
for discrimination against Jews. In addition, to link the discrimina-
tion of blacks in the American South with the treatment of Jews in
Germany is deeply flawed. Unlike German Jews, African Americans
were still citizens of their country. They had thriving communities,
newspapers, and allies who supported them in building the founda-
tions of a successful civil rights movement at the very same time as
European Jews were being sent to the extermination camps. The Nazi
policy against the Jewish population was clearly much more devas-
tating than the discrimination against African Americans in the
South (p. 185), and at one point, Lusane himself concedes that
American blacks were well aware of this (p. 147).

In his effort to present blacks in general as victims of the Holo-
caust, the author is occasionally less than precise in his use of key-
terms. Afro-Germans had to work for the Nazi war effort like every-
body else, but to call them ‘forced laborers’ (pp. 110, 115) is to blur
important distinctions between the obligation to work and forced
labour. If he has any evidence that a disproportionate number of
blacks ended up in Nazi forced labour camps, he does not present it.
The forced sterilization of the descendants of black occupation sol-
diers in the Rhineland and other Afro-Germans was a brutal crime
and traumatized its victims, but to call it a ‘slow holocaust’ and a
‘program of slow extermination’ (p. 141) creates the erroneous
impression that almost all people of African descent in Germany
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were affected by it. While the author acknowledges the fundamental
differences between concentration, POW, and internment camps, he
nevertheless mixes them up. Given the general level of brutality in
most Nazi camps, this might appear to be an academic distinction,
but when we discover that Evelyn Anderson Hayman was able to
receive food, coffee, lipstick, perfume, and face powder in what
Lusane calls a ‘concentration camp’ near Liebenau, the necessity to
differentiate her experiences from those of other concentration camp
inmates becomes obvious (p. 158). Later in the book, the author
writes about the ‘purgatory of the concentration camps’ and that
‘Black and Jewish jazz artists were among those in the camps’, but
then gives the example of a black trumpeter who was arrested in 1940
and held in an internment camp in France where, according to his
own claim, he ‘was not mistreated nor did he witness any race prej-
udice’ (p. 209). Likewise, Jean Marcel Nicholas, who did spend some
time in concentration camps because he spied for the Allies, also
reported that he was not treated worse than others because of his
complexion (p. 239). The only racism Cy Grant, a black pilot in the
British Royal Air Force, encountered in his POW camp was from a
fellow American prisoner, not from the German guards (p. 153).
Other people of African descent were persecuted because they were
active in the Labour Movement (pp. 87, 235), and a number of
black—as well as white—soldiers became victims of German war
crimes (p. 153–5). Indeed, the reader of Hitler’s Black Victims is often
left with the distinct impression that Massaquoi’s experience during
the Nazi period was not that unique at all, and that simply being
black did not (yet) automatically single one out for persecution, mis-
treatment, or murder.

In conclusion, Hitler’s Black Victims makes a disappointing and at
times even annoying read. For a very long time, the fate of blacks
under Nazi rule has indeed not received the attention it deserves.
Because the Nazis treated people of African descent very differently
depending on time, place, and their respective nationality, much
research still needs to be done. Hitler’s Black Victims could have made
an important contribution to filling the gaps, but as Lusane himself
comments, some books on the history of blacks in Nazi Germany are
‘poorly written, badly researched, and nothing short of exploitative’
(p. 272, n. 19). With its numerous flaws and catchy title, printed in sil-
ver letters on a black cover (the colour scheme of SS uniforms), his
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own book can be counted among them. It can only be hoped that
Hitler’s Black Victims will at least be successful in promoting its polit-
ical agenda. There can be little doubt that the vast majority of
Germans still automatically regard people of African descent as ‘for-
eigners’ in the Federal Republic. Partly as a result of this, anti-black
sentiment and violence are still a problem in Germany, despite all
efforts over the past decade to counter the rising tide of xenophobia.
Nor can it be denied that many blacks have a right to financial com-
pensation for their suffering under Nazi rule. If Lusane’s work can
raise awareness of these issues in Germany and abroad, it would still
have some worth.

MATTHIAS REISS joined the GHIL as a Research Fellow in 2002. He
is the author of Die Schwarzen waren unsere Freunde: Deutsche Kriegs-
gefangene in der amerikanischen Gesellschaft 1942–1946 (2002), and is
currently working on a study of the image of the unemployed in
England and Germany from the middle of the nineteenth century to
the 1970s.
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