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BRITTA SCHILLING, Postcolonial Germany: Memories of Empire in a De -
colonized Nation, Oxford Historical Monographs (Oxford: Oxford Uni -
versity Press, 2014), xiv + 258 pp. ISBN 978 0 19 870346 4. £65.00

Germany was the first nation in Europe to lose its colonies. As such,
Britta Schilling so cogently reminds us in her book Postcolonial
Germany, it has an exceptionally ‘long-lived and relatively dynamic’
colonial memory (p. 2). Recovering and tracing that memorial culture
over most of the twentieth century, Schilling’s study shows that,
despite a widely held belief, Germany at no point suffered from colo-
nial ‘amnesia’ (p. 10). On the contrary, her main argument is that
German colonial memory, conceived as an ‘entangled memory’ (p. 9)
of both private and public narratives, was especially adaptable and
resilient despite gaps, disruptions, re-evaluation, and partial forget-
ting. Schilling takes a refreshingly new approach to the question of
collective memory, focusing on its material culture, or as she puts it,
on ‘how thingsmake us think about the past’ (p. 9). Creatively organ-
ized chronologically and thematically at the same time, the book
takes the reader through five chapters, each representing a different
time period and a different category of artefact. 
Chapter 1 addresses the immediate postcolonial era (1915 to 1925)

when Germany was stripped of its colonies after the First World War.
Through her reading of several ‘Africa-books’—a cross between trav-
el account, adventure story, and memoir—Schilling demonstrates
how a small group of former settlers who had been forced to move
back to the metropole left their mark on important national issues,
such as the question of war guilt and the notion of Heimat, by weav-
ing these themes into stories of ‘good colonialists’, loss, and victim-
hood. In the end, these books, which had a considerable market, func -
tioned as ‘politically charged treatises’ (p. 40) with the aim of gaining
a larger audience for the colonial cause.
Chapter 2, moving further into the Weimar Republic (1925 to

1935), analyses commercial and cultural products from the former
colonies displayed at colonial balls. Here Schilling engages thought-
provokingly with Sigmund Freud’s dream theory and his concept of
wish fulfilment to argue that colonial balls served to create the illu-
sion of a colonial paradise that had been lost and thus ‘fulfilled a cer-
tain set of desires held by the German colonial elite in the interwar
years’ (p. 42). She shows how in these balls a number of different ele-
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ments—colonial products, ‘black’ performers (both blacks and
‘blacked up’ whites), and jazz—came together in a condensed, over -
determined scene that helped to fashion fantasies of economic recov-
ery, racial hierarchy, and exoticism. 
These elite aspirations became an object of mass distribution only

during the Nazi period, by way of schoolbooks, as chapter 3 (1935 to
1945) shows. In the Third Reich ‘the colonial story stayed much the
same’ (p. 89). Colonialism was still remembered exclusively positive-
ly, albeit with some significant variations. National Socialist ideology
reinterpreted the colonial project, and, in particular, colonial vio-
lence, within the logic of ‘race war’ and heroic sacrifice. Violence was
no longer passed over but celebrated. Thus colonial memory served
as a tool for the formation of a collective will (Willensbildung) and the
Volksgemeinschaft so crucial to the Nazi regime.
After the Second World War, in the face of devastating mass de -

struc tion and murder, colonial memory temporarily disappeared
from public discourse. But interestingly, Schilling observes that
Germany’s colonial past resurfaced rather quickly. She argues that
continuity not rupture dominated the public narratives, notably
regarding both East and West German foreign aid policies for the
Third World. Chapter 4, in my opinion the most compelling and
intriguing, examines the practice of gift-giving by German states to
their former colonies in the era of decolonization (1949 to 1968).
Based on previously unexplored archival sources and Mauss’s an -
thropological theory of the gift, this chapter notes that German gift-
giving was deeply symbolic and ritualized in nature, and that this
process was ‘motivated by prestige even more than by economics’ (p.
129). In pursuing these practices, the two Germanys could not avoid
references to the colonial past. In the context of the Cold War, colo-
nial memory was reinterpreted yet again with the aim of producing
images of themselves as benevolent former colonizers, outdoing the
other state and inducing the need to reciprocate on the side of the
gift-receiving party. And African agency finally becomes evident in
this chapter (an aspect that is unfortunately almost entirely absent in
the other parts of the book). Schilling demonstrates how African state
leaders consciously deployed certain tropes of colonial memory in
order to secure their interests.
Chapter 5, entitled ‘The Empty Plinth’, addresses the most recent

past (1968 to 1990) in which Germany’s colonial past ‘receded from
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the nation’s (or, rather, both nations’) collective memory’ (p. 134).
This chapter deviates the most from Schilling’s initial intention to
trace colonial memory through different kinds of objects. It tries to
make do with a period of colonial memory characterized by a void.
According to the author, there was ‘no tome, no statue, no product of
consumption’ (p. 153) that could meaningfully build collective colo-
nial memory. Empty plinths (and more obviously those few colonial
monuments that remained erect but were rededicated), however,
could have been interpreted as physical objects, even if they were not
visible or palpable. Instead, the chapter mostly discusses non-materi-
al phenomena: debates among historians about the nature of German
colonialism and discussions around the anti-apartheid struggle and
how it related to the ‘Namibian question’. It would have been more
convincing to remain within the realm of the material, however
peripheral it may have been to colonial memory—ethnographic col-
lections on display in German museums, or fair trade products sold
in the flourishing Drittweltläden, for example.
Partly to fill the gap in public memory mentioned above, the book

closes with a final, sixth chapter which revisits the entire period
under investigation, but revolves around family memories. Based on
a large pool of interviews conducted by Schilling herself, the chapter
traces the fate and function of family heirlooms that were passed
down through generations to construct private colonial memories.
This chapter also harks back to the public memories discussed in
earl ier chapters and shows how the public and the private were inter-
twined. She argues that if private memories are taken into account,
‘the realities of colonial memory formation are far more intricate’ (p.
195) than a look at the official memory discourse would suggest.
Overall, Postcolonial Germany is an important and timely study.

The long time span Schilling covers and the contextual knowledge
she provides are impressive and delivered in straightforward prose.
Great effort has obviously been put into collecting such a wide range
of different sources, which have been carefully analysed. Schilling’s
use of approaches from neighbouring disciplines such as anthropol-
ogy, archaeology, and cultural studies is also laudable. Yet the ques-
tion of material culture in particular could have been examined more
closely, especially with all the interpretative tools these disciplines
offer. Thus Schilling’s theoretical aim to understand ‘the link be -
tween memory and material culture’ (p. 7) appears to remain unful-
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filled. At least, there is no explicit explanation of exactly what it is
that things do to memory, or how memory gets inscribed into things
in return. This might be because the artefacts Schilling chooses are
highly diverse and therefore hardly comparable. It might also be
related to her rather cursory analysis of the quotidian uses of the cho-
sen artefacts. A more extensive, thicker description of the materiality
of memory objects, of their sensual and physical impact on those who
consumed, owned, used, and appropriated them would have been
helpful in order to make the connection between material culture and
memory formation more transparent. More careful editing might
also have helped to bring the different strands of interpretation from
the individual chapters together in an overall thesis regarding the
role of material culture in collective memory. But this should not
deter anyone from reading Postcolonial Germany. It has the great merit
of reminding many readers, or perhaps even informing them for the
first time, that Germany had a colonial past and that its legacy lives
on in many different forms and material shapes, even if contempo-
rary decision-makers would often like to ignore this fact.
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