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The subject of the German colonial war against the Herero and Nama between 1904 and 1907 has 

been dealt with in earlier literature by authors such as Helmut Bley1 and Horst Drechsler2. In their 

books the results of the war were described as Völkermord because of the brutality of the war not only 

against the fighting African warriors but also against the African civilian population. the women and 

children, which led to a hitherto unheard of number of casualties. Then in the 21st century the entire 

discussion about the German campaign changed. It is nearly ten years ago that Jürgen Zimmerer 

published his first article on the causal relationship between German colonialism in Namibia and the 

holocaust of the Third Reich. 

The book reviewed here is a re-publication of twelve articles which have appeared over a number of 

years with the author now adding a short preface. It should be said right away that it is useful to have 

this collection as the articles have previously appeared separately in various books and journals over a 

period of years. Zimmerer has to be commended for having taken German colonial history beyond the 

confines of a limited approach and putting it more at the centre of German history not only for the 

period of Imperial Germany, but also, and that is fairly new, for the duration of the Third Reich. 

Zimmerer defines the war against the Hereros and Namas in modern day Namibia between 1904 and 

1907 as genocide, a term he bases on the definition of Raphael Lemkin when the latter drafted the 

genocide convention for the United Nations shortly after the Second World War. Whereas Lemkin 

seems to have been concerned mainly with Nazi rule in Central and Eastern Europe and the brutal 

and murderous violence against the civilian population of these lands, Zimmerer widens the field of 

genocidal studies to include the colonial field. And he goes a step further when arguing that genocide 

is mainly »colonial«, not only overseas, but also in Eastern Europe in the Second World War. The 

author is of course very much aware of the strong idelological roots of the National Socialist crimes, 

i. e. anti-semitism, anti-slavism and anti-bolshevism. Nevertheless he maintains that there is a path 

which somehow links Windhouk with Auschwitz. 

One of Zimmerer’s points is that the Imperial state before 1914 tried to establish a racist state in the 

German colony of South West Africa (Namibia). But what does that mean? Marital segregation, the 

establishment of an order controlled by a numerically weak police force and the treatment of the 

African workers as second class citizens was the result of a German feeling of racial superiority, but 

1 Helmut Bley, South West Africa under German Rule, Evanston 1971.

2 Horst Drechsler, »Let Us Die Fighting«. The Struggle of the Herero and Nama Against German Imperialism 
(1884–1915) London 1966.
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the colonial administration was not strong enough to implement all the decrees in the same way as the 

Nazis introduced a racial order. We only need to mention the numerically strong ethnicity of the 

Ovambos in the North of the colony who were not subject to direct German administration because 

German power did not reach that far. This is all a far cry from the much more systematically organized 

Nazi-administration in occupied Eastern, Central and Western Europe. Only Eastern Europe fits into 

any colonial planning of the Nazi Empire. But the genocide against the Jewish population was carried 

out also in France, Belgium, Holland, Italy and the states of Central Europe as well, areas which may 

not easily fit into the concept of a colonial empire. If we restrict the Nazi planning only to the East we 

do not do full justice to the enormity of the envisaged »new order« and the holocaust. After all the 

Nazis wanted to erect an empire based on biological racism in which the Aryan race should rule 

supreme. It was also planned to bring German settlers to the empty spaces created by the holocaust 

and the vast resettlement schemes. Large sectors of the state machinery of the Nazi regime were 

involved in pursuing this aim. This was quite different from German colonial rule in Namibia. 

The last ten years of German rule in Namibia (1904–1914) can be divided into three phases. There 

was first the military campaigns against the uprisings of the Herero and later the Nama both of whom 

had resisted German rule and had risen to push the Germans out. As German colonial laws stipulated 

that resistance against German rule was punishable by death the military felt justified in carrying out a 

most brutal campaign without observing any war-time European conventions. After the final battle at 

Waterberg the Herero was driven out and fled into the desert of the Omaheke not far from the 

boundary of Bechuanaland where the conditions were too hostile for survival. After the failure to 

encircle the Herero during the battle, there followed a second phase, a genocidal campaign against 

Herero warriors, women and children who were denied access to water holes, grazing ground and a 

return to the colony. Under the infamous order of General von Trotha tens of thousands were shot and 

driven to death by starvation and thirst. Only a small number of Herero managed to survive the flight 

across the Kalahari to Johannesburg or the return into the German colony. In the words of Walther 

Rathenau who had visited the colony in 1908 the atrocities committed by the German army were its 

worst so far. 

Those Africans who were picked up in the colony at the end of the fighting were locked up in camps 

under horrendous conditions. Most inmates died because of bad treatment. The third phase was 

concerned with the institution of a post-war administration in the colony which was very much 

influenced by racist ideas and the aim to avoid another uprising against German rule. Whether all of 

this amounts to »structural similarities between German politics in South West Africa and National 

Socialist domination of Eastern Europe« (p.76) is open to question. 

There is very little evidence to suggest that the architects of the holocaust were directly influenced by 

what happened in South West Africa, as the colony was known under German rule. Indeed other 

events probably influenced Nazi planning during the Second World War. The first one is the 

cataclysmic event of the First World War which saw about 10 million dead, mostly soldiers. The 

brutalities on the German side started with the executions of civilians in the opening months of the war 
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in Northern France and Belgium. Even the campaign against the Russian invasion in the East was not 

fought according to the rules of war. This was followed later by the deliberate destruction of some 

sections of the French countryside and the enforced resettlement of the affected population. Then 

there were the forced labour schemes for Belgian workers and the deportation of a great number of 

them to German factories and mines, the planning of an enforced resettling of the Polish people to 

make room for post-war German settlers in the East, the campaign of the Austrian army against the 

Serbian population, the war aims of extending the German empire in the East and the talk of 

resettlement and extermination of unwanted population elements. Certain suggested schemes, like 

those of the Pan German League, went even further. However the campaign of the Supreme 

Command against the Jews in the German Army in 1916 did not bode well for the future. All of this 

was not linked to Africa and developed as a consequence of the war in Europe. In addition the brutal 

war-actions of the paramilitary groups towards the end of the war in the Baltic provinces and newly 

emerging states and in the other Eastern and South Eastern parts of Europe indicated to what extent 

schemes of resettling populations were planned. More German soldiers took part in these actions than 

in fighting in South West Africa. All of this established the background for the early 1940s in the East. 

In addition the Armenian massacres in the Ottoman Empire during the war were known in war-time 

Germany and did not raise any critical discussion in Germany. The brutalities occurring in the First 

World War were not coordinated and not executed to a master-plan. But all this violence and 

suggestion of resettlement was not only affecting Germany or the Central Powers. Immediately after 

the war came first of all the expulsion of the Turks living in Greece, followed by the »ethnic cleansing« 

of large number of Greeks from Asia Minor in the early 1920s. It is not clear whether these actions 

were influenced by colonial experiences. They may reflect older resettlement schemes. World-wide 

brutal violence continued to be a hallmark of the first half of the 20th century. The murderous 

campaigns meted out by the Japanese in China in the 1930s, the Italian conquest of Ethiopia and the 

Spanish civil war were examples. Once the Second World War had broken out there seemed to be no 

stopping the increased levels of violence carried out mainly by German forces against the civilian 

populations in Eastern Europe. The systematic murder of 6 million Jews was crucial for that. In that 

sense there is no causal link between Windhouk and Auschwitz. 

But how are we to categorise the German genocide in Namibia? What about the colonial scene in 

general? Were there any similar campaigns to the German one in Namibia carried out by other 

colonial powers against other indigenous populations? First of all the German war in East Africa 

against an African uprising, the Maji Maji War has to be mentioned. It was fought between 1905 and 

1908 and was not well known in Germany at the time. Of course it was another racial war against 

rebelling people. It was not fought against one or two ethnicities but against a whole number of ethnic 

groups. But there was no figure like General Trotha with his declared intention of »annihilation«. And it 

did not lead to a debate in Germany or to the involvement of the Kaiser and Schlieffen. Yet the 

destruction of villages and agricultural resources was enormous and much greater than in Namibia. 

The resulting famine and the fighting led to about 300 000 dead on the African side. The question as to 

whether this war should be called »genocidal« as well needs further discussion. But there are other 
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colonial wars. The British crushing of the Mahdi Rebellion in the Sudan in the late 1890s has been 

called »genocidal«. The brutal suppression and economic exploitation in the Congo led to an 

international campaign to deprive the Belgian king of his colony because his exploitations were 

regarded as »inhuman«. Whether the brutalities in the Congo amount to a genocide needs further 

investigation. One of the campaign leaders in Britain against the regime in the Congo was E. D. Morel. 

When he heard of the German atrocities in Namibia he could not at first believe it as he had 

cooperated with a number of Germans against Leopold’s regime. However he changed his mind later 

and in 1919 argued that Germany should be deprived of that colony. 

There were other colonial wars with genocidal characteristics. The latest ones were the French 

campaign in Algeria after the Second World War and the British war against the Mau Mau in Kenya in 

the early 1950s. Yet, none of these colonial powers developed a gigantic resettlement-plan such as 

was planned in Eastern Europe or the physical destruction of the Jewish population. Settler 

imperialism had existed in the French and British empires, but none matched what the growing Nazi 

empire planned in the spring and summer of 1942. Although Hitler referred in September 1941 to the 

about-to-be conquered Russia as Germany’s India, he and his followers had no knowledge of other 

European colonial empires. So it looks as if the National Socialists developed their plans without 

referring to the genocide in Namibia or the settlement in other European empires. In addition Trotha’s 

perception of a race war was opposed by several of his officers, by the Social Democrats, the Centre 

Party, the Missionary Societies and a few intellectuals. There was some debate in Germany which 

could not have happened in the Third Reich. Although parts of the public supported Trotha’s actions as 

justified it is difficult to estimate how strong this support was. There was some sympathy for the 

German settlers who suffered in the war. In order to help them students of Leipzig University collected 

money to help the settlers, not the Herero or Nama. Racism was not only the origin of the genocide 

but also the consequence of colonial warfare. 

To sum up. What Zimmerer’s collection of essays shows is that colonial violence and exterminatory 

warfare is very much part of German history before 1914 and should take a central position in the 

historiography of Imperial Germany. His book opens the vista to Germany’s entanglement in the 

issues of colonial racism and the aggressive belief in European supremacy. As a consequence the 

German public should become much more interested in African, Asian and American history.

What Zimmerer’s study also points to is how far the culture of language reflected the racial and 

colonial experience in each European country. We need to know much more about the colonial cultural 

experience. For the Nazis to think and plan in an imperialist way was based on the culture of empires 

not only the European but also the North American and Russian ones. The abortive Nazi empire was 

in its planning stage related to other land-based empires, but the dimension of its settlement plans and 

the holocaust reached far beyond any historical parallel.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum 
Download bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

