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The conference brought together scholars of
history, literature and cultural studies from
Germany, the U.S., and Australia to explore
the links between the African-American Civil
Rights Movement and Germany throughout
the twentieth century. The pre-conference
program started on Wednesday afternoon
with a screening of the film The Negro Sol-
dier from 1944, directed by Stuart Heisler,
U.S. War Department, and introduced by MIA
MASK. Subsequently, LEON BASS, a World
War II veteran, gave a lecture, „Fighting in
the Jim Crow Army: A Black Sergeant Re-
members Buchenwald.” As a nineteen-year-
old, Bass served in the 183rd Engineer Com-
bat Battalion, a segregated unit of the U.S.
Army, and was among the soldiers who liber-
ated the Buchenwald concentration camp in
1945. Born and raised in Philadelphia, Bass
gave a moving recollection of his own strug-
gles with racism in the U.S. military during
his training in the South, and of putting his
life on the line for a country that did not deem
him „good enough.” He recounted how see-
ing the atrocities committed at Buchenwald
led him to become an agent for social change
upon his return to the U.S.1

The first conference day began with a panel
discussion, „Tracing an Untold History: Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr.’s Visit to Cold War
Berlin in 1964,” chaired by conveners MARIA
HÖHN and MARTIN KLIMKE. Höhn and
Klimke introduced King’s largely forgotten
visit to the divided city of September 1964,
during which he visited the Berlin Wall,
opened the city’s cultural festival, delivered a
sermon to more than 20,000 West Berliners at
an outdoor arena, and was awarded an hon-
orary degree by the Theological School of the
Protestant Church. They also played audio
excerpts of a previously unreleased speech
he gave in East Berlin’s St. Mary’s Church

at Alexander Square during the same visit.
ROLAND STOLTE further illuminated King’s
visit by discussing how Berlin Mayor Willy
Brandt and Provost Heinrich Grüber facili-
tated it. Grüber, the former pastor at East
Berlin’s St. Mary’s Church, had been an active
opponent of the Nazi regime and had gained
international attention when he testified dur-
ing the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem
in 1961.

The panel continued with a vivid eyewit-
ness account by ALCYONE SCOTT, one of
King’s interpreters during his visit, who de-
tailed King’s border crossing at Checkpoint
Charlie without a passport and described the
impact of his message of nonviolent resis-
tance and hope during his sermon at the over-
crowded St. Mary’s Church. Discussing
the primary and secondary sources related
to King’s visit, LAURA STAPANE explained
the digital archive of „The Civil Rights Strug-
gle, African-American GIs, and Germany.“2

The project, a collaboration of the GHI Wash-
ington, the Heidelberg Center for American
Studies at Heidelberg University, and Vassar
College, serves as a platform to make tex-
tual and audiovisual material (oral histories,
images, films, etc.) on the relationship be-
tween the Civil Rights Movement, African-
American GIs, and Germany available on-
line to increase scholarship and teaching on
the global impact of the civil rights strug-
gle. After this panel, the exhibition „African-
American Civil Rights and Germany“ was
opened, which includes about fifty histori-
cal photographs and other materials from the
digital archive, such as the guest book King
signed in East Berlin, the full recording of his
sermon, and a historical painting of „Dr. King
and His Family“ from East Germany.

On the second conference day, KENNETH
BARKIN examined W. E. B. Du Bois’s time at
Harvard University and in Germany, as well
as his subsequent perceptions of the coun-
try, in a panel on „Transatlantic Journeys.”

1 For a video of his lecture, see <http://www.aacvr-
germany.org/oralhistory> (04.01.2010).

2 See <http://www.aacvr-germany.org/> (04.01.2010).
See also Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke, A Breath of
Freedom: The Civil Rights Struggle, African Amer-
ican Gis, and Germany (Forthcoming with Palgrave
Macmillan, Fall 2010; German edition with Verlag
Berlin-Brandenburg).
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Barkin argued that not his studies but Du
Bois’s everyday experiences in German soci-
ety exercised the most influence on his posi-
tion on racism in the U.S. and made Prussia
seem like a „racial paradise.” KARL-HEINZ
FÜSSL’s paper focused on Black Mountain
College, NC, established in 1933 and home
to a number of prominent German and Eu-
ropean refugees (e.g., Josef and Anni Albers).
Fuessl described how, from its foundation, de-
bates on whether to allow black students and
faculty preoccupied people at the college and
created a rift within the faculty, similarly di-
viding the European refugees. He argued
that the campus integration project eventually
failed at least in part because of the pervasive
segregation surrounding the college commu-
nity. HARRIET WASHINGTON subsequently
explored the origins of prejudices against and
stereotypes associated with black people from
antiquity through to modern slavery, demon-
strating how the respective images and imagi-
nations shaped the medical field and German
scientists in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies.

Section II, „Black Soldiers, Germans, and
World War II,” started with MATTHIAS
REISS’s presentation on the experiences of
German prisoners of war (POWs) in the U.S.
Reiss complicated traditional narratives by
highlighting the ways the presence of these
POWs in American society „helped to un-
dermine the legitimacy of racial segregation.”
According to Reiss, their ambivalent status
was marked by the fact that their direct rela-
tionships with African-Americans, although
temporary, were generally friendly, but that
the white POWs at the same time enjoyed
privileges in comparison to black GIs that al-
lowed the latter to compare racial discrimina-
tion in Nazi Germany to their domestic situa-
tion. MAGGI MOREHOUSE in turn empha-
sized the importance of Truman’s Executive
Order of 1948 to desegregate the U.S. military.
Morehouse made the case for reframing the
master narrative of the civil rights movement
using this landmark policy decision instead of
looking at the 1954 Supreme Court decision
„Brown vs. Board of Education.”

CHRISTINA OPPEL opened section three,
„Debating Civil Rights on Both Sides of the
Atlantic,” with an analysis of the role Nazi

Germany played in African-American dis-
course in the 1930/40s. In Oppel’s view,
African-American intellectuals not only used
the analogy to fascism to charge the U.S.
with hypocrisy, but also attempted to situate
their struggle within the larger framework of
human rights in the context of the Atlantic
Charter and the formation of the United Na-
tions. CHRISTINE KNAUER then addressed
German and African-American interactions
and media representations of interracial rape
in postwar Germany. Pointing to the cru-
cial role of race in each case, Knauer par-
ticularly examined how these sexual assaults
were characterized in official reports, political
discourse, and the public debate. In the sec-
tion’s last paper, ROBERT SACKETT explored
the West German media coverage of U.S. race
relations from 1949-67. Sackett noted how this
discourse both on racial discrimination and
black militancy, especially from 1960 on, uti-
lized Nazi Germany as a comparative frame
for viewing the situation on the other side of
the Atlantic.

A keynote lecture by ANGELA DAVIS, „Be-
tween Critical Theory and Civil Rights: A
Sixties’ Journey from Boston to Frankfurt to
San Diego,” concluded the second day of
the conference. Before an audience of over
four hundred, Davis reflected on meeting her
academic mentor Herbert Marcuse at Bran-
deis University, studying with Theodor W.
Adorno and Max Horkheimer at the Univer-
sity of Frankfurt, and her visits to East Berlin
in the 1960s and early 1970s. Underscoring
the importance of Critical Theory and her ex-
perience abroad for her political coming-of-
age as an African-American activist, she also
recounted the personal significance the inter-
national outpouring of support she experi-
enced had during her trial and incarceration
in the U.S.3

HELMA KALDEWEY opened the next con-
ference day and the section on „Bringing
the Cold War Home“ with an examination
of Louis Armstrong’s Eastern European tour
in 1965. Kaldewey focused on Armstrong’s
time in East Germany, his close relationship
with jazz specialist and radio host Karl-Heinz
Drechsel, and East Berlin’s attempt to use

3 For a video of her lecture, see <http://www.aacvr-
germany.org/conf09> (04.01.2010).
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jazz to own political advantage in the pro-
paganda wars of the Cold War. DANIEL
LEE investigated the debates and official po-
sitions about relationships and marriages be-
tween African-American GIs and white Ger-
man women both in West Germany and the
U.S. Illustrating the staunch opposition to in-
terracial marriage by white segregationists,
the differing opinions on it among African
Americans, as well as its media representa-
tions and treatment in the U.S. military and
by local German officials, Lee showed how
the presence of these couples influenced dis-
cussions about racial equality and civil rights
in the U.S. up to the landmark 1967 Supreme
Court decision „Loving v. Virginia.”

In section five, „Framing Civil Rights,”
ELI NATHANS examined the radio and TV
broadcasts conservative West German jour-
nalist Peter von Zahn made on the U.S.
in the 1950s and early 1960s. Revealing
that the United States Information Agency
(USIA) funded the first two years of these,
Nathans argued that Zahn’s sympathetic but
critical broadcasts contributed to the liber-
alization of West German society and fun-
damentally shaped the ways the racial sit-
uation in the U.S. was perceived. FRANK
MEHRING investigated how the Marshall
Plan re-education films in Europe propagated
democracy, free trade, international cooper-
ation, and a vision of multi-racial tolerance.
Using the example of Georg Tressler’s „Wie
die Jungen sungen“ (1954), and directly re-
ferring to the civil rights struggle in the U.S.,
Mehring demonstrated how racial encoun-
ters among children of European and African
background in an international school in Vi-
enna were used to foster color blindness, in-
tegration, and the creation of a new, collective
European identity.

The section „Jazz and Civil Rights in a Di-
vided Germany“ opened with CHRISTIAN
SCHMIDT-ROST’s analysis of the discourse
on jazz in East Germany. Looking at jazz
magazines and concert series, Schmidt-Rost
traced the ways the political interpretation of
jazz in East Germany changed from the post-
war period to the mid-1960s and how it in-
tersected with the civil rights struggle. AN-
DREW HURLEY, on the other hand, scru-
tinized the jazz discourse in West Germany

from the 1950s to the 1970s on the example of
Joachim-Ernst Berendt. Hurley demonstrated
that Berendt, initially fascinated with the mu-
sical qualities of jazz, came to view it as a
tool for liberalizing postwar West German so-
ciety. Berendt commented on the alliance be-
tween jazz and the civil rights movements of
the 1950/60s and openly criticized the ideol-
ogy of black power and black nationalism at
the beginning of the 1970s, regarding it as fas-
cism. This presented another illustration of
the German past overshadowing the percep-
tions of the civil rights struggle.

A roundtable on „Expanding the African-
American Diaspora“ concluded the confer-
ence day, focusing on lacunae in scholar-
ship. JUDITH WEISENFELD proposed sev-
eral areas that require closer examination:
the religious dimension, e.g., links between
Germany and Black Caribbean Moravians,
some African-American artists’ appropriation
of European culture as African-American cul-
ture, or the history of the Women’s Auxiliary
Corps’s history in Germany. MATT HERON
described his life as a photographer during
the U.S. civil rights movement, his support
of SNCC, as well as his project, „National
Archive for Civil Rights Movement Photog-
raphy,” which underscores the crucial role
of visual representations for both the domes-
tic dynamic and transnational attraction of
the civil rights struggle. SARA LENNOX
called for more interdisciplinary and transna-
tional work, emphasizing the need to use
the categories of „race“ and „whiteness“ in
the German case. GERALD HORNE sec-
onded the call for more interdisciplinary stud-
ies and suggested closer cooperation between
African-American Studies and German De-
partments and laid out further topics of re-
search in this area. The subsequent discus-
sion encouraged researchers to further ad-
dress gender, especially concerning depen-
dents of U.S. military personnel in Germany.

The last conference day started with the sec-
tion entitled „The Commodification of Civil
Rights.” KATHARINA GERUND examined
Angela Davis’s impact on the „West Ger-
man imagination.” Gerund argued that, as
a black female student, Davis defied the tra-
ditional discursive categories of „Black Pan-
ther“ or „black GI“ and emerged as one
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of the leading representatives of the „other“
America. MORITZ EGE analyzed representa-
tions of African Americans in advertisements,
books, and magazines, and the „Afroamer-
icanophilia“ expressed within West German
visual culture in the late 1960s. Ege argued
that members of the German student move-
ment attempted to emulate African Ameri-
cans in language and style and conceived of
interracial relationships as a means of demon-
strating anti-racism.

The conference concluded with a panel on
„History and Memory across the Atlantic,”
in which several participants shared their
transatlantic experience related to the civil
rights struggle. As a composer, improviser,
and instrumentalist employed by the U.S.
army, JOE MCPHEE was stationed in Ger-
many from 1964-65 and often returned to
participate in jazz concerts. DEBRA TAN-
NER ABELL, born in Germany and raised in
the U.S. as the daughter of a white German
mother from Lower Bavaria and an African-
American GI, talked about her childhood in
the U.S. and about returning to Germany as a
seventeen-year-old to trace her parents’ love
story and visit her place of birth. Participat-
ing via videoconferencing, KARL-DIETRICH
WOLFF, former president of the German So-
cialist Student League (SDS), shared his per-
ceptions of the African-American civil rights
struggle when he visited the U.S. and spoke
about his role in establishing the Black Pan-
ther Solidarity Committee in West Germany.

The conference sparked lively discussions
about the transnational impact of the history
of the U.S. civil rights movement and Ger-
many, as well as aspects of the theory and
methodology of writing this history. It un-
derlined the crucial need for scholars to fur-
ther examine the global impact of the U.S.
civil rights movement and how experiences
of African Americans abroad affected the civil
rights movement at home.

Conference Overview:

Leon Bass (Philadelphia, World War II Vet-
eran)
Lecture: „Fighting in the Jim Crow Army: A
Black Sergeant Rememvers Buchenwald“

Maria Höhn (Vassar College), Martin Klimke
(GHI Washington), Jon Chenette (Vassar Col-

lege)
Welcome Address

Maria Höhn (Vassar College), Martin Klimke
(GHI Washington), Roland Stolte (St. Mary’s
Church, Berlin), Alcyone Scott (Midland
Lutheran College, Nebraska), Laura Stapane
(Oldenburg/GHI Washington)
Panel Discussion: „Tracing an Untold His-
tory: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Visit to Cold
War Berlin in 1964“

Kenneth Barkin (University of California,
Riverside)
„W.E.B. Du Bois and the German Alltag“

Karl-Heinz Füssl (Technical University of
Berlin)
„Tinkering Toward Utopia: German-
Speaking Émigrés at Black Mountain College
and the Civil Rights Movement Discourse
since 1933“

Harriet Washington (Rochester)
„Medical Apartheid: African American and
German Scientists, Civil Rights, and Racial
Policies“

Matthias Reiss (University of Exeter)
„’We are just like you’: Prisoners, Oppressed,
Second-Class Men: German Prisoners of War
and African Americans in the United States
During the Second World War“

Maggi Morehouse (University of South Car-
olina, Aiken)
„Military Desegregation: Civil Rights for
Black Soldiers“

Christina Oppel (University of Münster)
„Charging Hypocrisy: African Americans,
Nazi Germany and Human Rights“

Christine Knauer (University of Tübingen)
„Hate Story to Knife Peace: Black Soldiers in
West Germany in the U.S. Press“

Robert Sackett (University of Colorado)
„U.S. Civil Rights: Press Coverage and Anal-
ysis in West Germany, 1949-1967“

Angela Davis (University of California, Santa
Cruz, emerita)
Lecture: „Between Critical Theory and Civil
Rights: A Sixties’ Journey from Boston to
Frankfurt to San Diego“

Helma Kaldewey (Tulane University, New

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.



African American Civil Rights and Germany in the 20th Century

Orleans)
„You are the Finest and the Sharpest MC I
have Ever had. I am Jazzly Yours, Satchmo:
Louis Armstrong in East Germany“

Daniel Lee (University of California, Berke-
ley)
„Creating a New Home: When Black Soldiers
Brought Their German Wives to the US“

Eli Nathans (University of Western Ontario)
„A Reluctant Idealist: Peter von Zahn and the
African-American Civil Rights Movement of
the 1950s“

Frank Mehring (Free University of Berlin)
„Democratic Re-Education in Germany and
African American Civil Rights: Screening
Color Blindness in the Films of the Marshall
Plan“

Christian Schmidt-Rost (Free University of
Berlin)
„The African American Civil Rights Move-
ment as Guardian Angel of the Jazz Scene in
the GDR“

Andrew Hurley (University of Melbourne)
„From Ally to Threat: Joachim-Ernst Berendt,
the African-American Civil Rights Move-
ment, and German Jazz Discourse“

Manfred Berg (University of Heidelberg),
Gerald Horne (Houston University), Ju-
dith Weisenfeld (Princeton University),
Sara Lennox (University of Massachusetts,
Amherst), Matt Herron (Taking Stock, San
Rafael, CA)
Roundtable: „Expanding the African Ameri-
can Diaspora“

Katharina Gerund (Heinrich-Heine-
Universität Düsseldorf)
„Fashion Icon, Intellectual, Political Pris-
oner: Angela Davis in the West German
Imagination“

Moritz Ege (Humboldt University of Berlin)
„Patterns and Politics of West German
„Afroamericanophilia“ in the late 1960s“

Anke Ortlepp (GHI Washington), Debra Tan-
ner Abell (Daughter of African American
soldier stationed in Germany in late 1940s
and German mother, Pittsburgh), Leon Bass
(World War II veteran, Philadelphia), KD
Wolff (former head of the SDS, Founder Black

Panther Solidarity Committee, and founder of
Roter Stern and Stroemfeld, Frankfurt), Joe
McPhee (stationed in Germany in 1964-65, he
has returned there frequently to perform at
Jazz concerts, Poughkeepsie)
Concluding Discussion: „History and Mem-
ory Across the Atlantic“

Tagungsbericht African American Civil
Rights and Germany in the 20th Century.
01.10.2009–04.10.2009, Poughkeepsie, NY, in:
H-Soz-Kult 01.02.2010.
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