
(Post)Colonial Germany

An Introductory Overview, presented by Students from 
Agnes Scott College’s Course Afro-German History and 
Culture



Overview of German Colonial History 
● Europe and the Age of Colonialism

○ British Empire controlled India and majority of 

Africa, France controlled areas in South-East 

Asia, and Spain ruled over South America and 

the Philippines 

● Catalysts for Germany’s Involvement 

○ France’s acquisition of Tunisia, present-day 

Congo and Guinea 

○ Italy’s initiation into the Triple Alliance



Overview of German Colonial History 
● Bismarck's Weltpolitik

○ Addressing domestic issues in Germany through 

aggressive diplomacy, the acquisition of overseas colonies, 

and the development of a much stronger army and navy

● Berlin conference and Scramble for Africa 

○ 13 European nations and the United States 

○ The principle of effective occupation; countries can acquire 

rights over colonial lands only if they had presently 

possessed them, had treaties with local leaders allowing 

for control, or if they established an administration in the 

territory to govern it 

ThoughtCo
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Facets of German Colonialism 

● “Volk Ohne Raum” 
● Volk and the “migrant” German
● Social Darwinism 
● “Lebensraum”

Debates of German Colonization

High costs of obtaining/ maintaining colonies

Lack of large naval army and costs 

Open market

Overpopulation



Overview of German Colonial History 4

German Territories

Africa:

● Present day Cameroon
● South-West Africa (present-day Namibia) 
● South-East Africa (present-day Tanzania).
● Togo

Asia:

● German Samoa
● New Guinea
● Kiaochow

Wikipedia Commons



The Disgraced: Carl Peters 

● Founded the Society for German Colonization in 1884, 
and later the German East Africa Company (Britannica; 
Reuss, 1981) 

● Appointed Imperial Commissioner at the Disposal of 
the Governor of East Africa (Reuss, 1981) 

● He was placed in Kilimanjaro, an area with a population 
of around 100 thousand African people (Reuss, 1981)

● In Oct 1891 and Jan 1892 Peters had two African 
people hung: Jagodjo, who was accused of treason 
and Mabruk, who was accused of thievery. (Reuss,1981) 

● In September 1896, Peters was brought before the 
Potsdam Disciplinary Chamber for Colonial Officers 
(Reuss, 1981) 

By Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-R30019 / Unknown / CC-BY-SA 3.0, CC BY-SA 3.0 de, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=5436409



Soldier of Darkness: Curt von François

● A German Military Officer (Historical Dictionary of 
Namibia)

● Worked under King Leopold II as a mercenary 
(Olusoga & Erichsen).

● Sent to Namibia to defeat Hendrik Witbooi in 1889 
(Historical Dictionary of Namibia)

● In 1890 Chief Tjamuaha signed a protection treaty 
with Francois (Olusoga & Erichsen).

● On the night 12 April, 1893 Francois took 200 of his 
men to destroy the Witboois tribe  

○ 150 Witbooi people died (Historical Dictionary 
of Namibia)

■ 78 woman, and children

By Unknown - Unknown, Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1764093



German Guerrilla Chief: Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck

● Served in the expedition to end the Herero and 
Hottentot rebellion (1904-07) (Britannica)  

● Appointed military commander of German East 
Africa on 1914 (Britannica)

● Defended German East Africa with 14,000 troops 
(3,000 Germans troops and 11,000 Africans) 
against 300,000 of the British , Belgian and 
Portuguese troops (Britannica) 

● He defend this land by using guerrilla warfare 
(Rooney, 1999)  

○ Flexibility 
○ Improvisation 
○ Living off the land 
○ Turning your enemies numbers against 

himself 
By Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-2007-0621-500 / Giese, Emil / CC-BY-SA 
3.0, CC BY-SA 3.0 de, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=5426546



Germany’s Role in South West Africa

● Colonial power over Namibia from 1884 until World War I 
● “Germany and Namibia are connected through a long mutual history. The relations between Germany 

and Namibia are manifold and diverse.”- German Embassy Windhoek
○ War and genocide
○ Eventually handed over to other colonial powers

■ South African troops took over the territory and got rid of the German colonialist powers 
and controlled Namibia until 1990 (when Namibia gained independence)

Flickr Rob Haug, University of Michigan



The Herero and Nama Genocide

● Where? Namibia (German South West Africa)
○ Swakopmund, Shark Island, Windhoek

● When? 1904-1907/8 (but conflict since the beginning of German colonialism)
● Who? The Germans committed genocide against the Hereros and Namas
● What happened? 

○ Over a period of 4 years, the Germans committed genocide in an effort to destroy the 
indigenous populations of Namibia in an effort to “fully control” the area

○ “forced labor, malnutrition, sexual violence, medical experiments and disease in concentration 
camps” -United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Website

○ “Approximately one-third died on the journey to these camps, and many perished due to 
typhus, smallpox, and other diseases in the camps. They were subjected to forced labor, 
beaten, and also whipped by their captors. Many Herero were hung; women were raped or 
made into concubines...The genocide was carried out through starvation and by poisoning the 
wells of the Herero amongst other tactics.” -The Combat Genocide Association

Wikimedia Commons



The Herero and Nama Genocide 

● “In total some 65,000 Herero, about 80% of the Herero population, and 10,000 Nama, about 50% of 
the Nama population, perished” -The Combat Genocide Association

“The Herero are no longer German subjects (…). Any Herero sighted within the [Namibian] 
German borders with or without a weapon, with or without cattle, will be shot. I will no longer 

accept women and children, but will send them back to their people or let them be 
slaughtered.”

-General Von Trotha, October 2, 1904

(source: Montreal Holocaust Museum) 

Wikimedia Commons Flickr



Namibian Genocide and Connection to the Holocaust and National Socialism

● Herero/Nama Genocide and Connection to National Socialism and the Holocaust
○ Beginning of the idea of “Lebensraum” (living space)

● Lebensraum- territory believed especially by Nazis to be necessary for national 
existence or economic self-sufficiency (Merriam-Webster)

● Nationalism and Racism based on Pseudoscience 
● Later these ideas were seen implemented during the holocaust 

Wikimedia Commons



Namibian Genocide and Connection to the Holocaust and National Socialism

● German figures participated in both the Holocaust and the Namibian Genocide
○ Eugen Fischer -> Otmar Freiherr von Verschuer -> Joseph Mengele

■ Fischer was a professor on anthropology and eugenics along with later being a member 
of the Nazi Party who “studied” the skulls of Herero and Nama people while in Namibia

○ Medical procedures carried out into the name of pseudoscience

● Inspiration for Hitler
○ Hitler used Fischer’s ideas on eugenics to create his basis on a “pure Aryan society” in Mein 

Kampf
○ “His research inspired Adolf Hitler and in the 1930s, Fischer taught his racist theories to Nazi 

doctors”- Montreal Holocaust Museum



Legacy of Colonial History: German Politics & 
Diplomacy 

1. Social Darwinism

2. Racial Determinism

3. National Socialism



Legacy of Colonialist History in Germany 

● Tension between acknowledged history and full scope of Germany’s 
involvement in the history of Colonialism

● The power of cultural institutions 
○ Ethnological Museum of Berlin and Humboldt Forum verses Kunsthalle Bremen 

Hayoung Jeon/EPA, via Shutterstock



Legacy of Colonialist History in Germany 

“Afrikanische Strasse” in Berlin

1896: 1st German Colonial Exhibition displayed black 
people in zoos

Street name originated 1906: Carl Hagenbeck planned 
permanent zoo w human exhibits

Exoticizing displays of Africa, black people persisted until 
WWI

“Wissmannstrasse”--named for brutal colonial 
administrator Hermann von Wissmann
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/ingolfbln/7359311910/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/


Legacy of Colonialist History in Germany

Renaming: Gröbenufer Strasse-> May Ayim Üfer

Changing reference: “Petersallee”: 1986 re-dedication to 1940s & 50s German 
politician Dr. Hans Peters instead of brutal East Africa colonizer Carl Peters

Note tiny plaque specifying the street 
name’s new reference

P
ho

to
 o

f P
et

er
sa

lle
e 

S
tre

et
 S

ig
n 

ta
ke

n 
by

 C
on

st
an

tin
 K

na
pp

 
an

d 
lic

en
se

d 
un

de
r a

 C
C

 S
A 

4.
0 

lic
en

se
. W

rit
in

g 
an

d 
ar

ro
w

 
ad

de
d 

(n
ot

 p
ar

t o
f o

rig
in

al
 im

ag
e.

)

https://urbannarratives.org/en/research/research-theory/afrikanische-viertel-postkolonial/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en


Truth and Reconciliation in Namibia



Truth and Reconciliation in Namibia

“We Germans accept our historical and moral responsibility and the guilt incurred by Germans at that time. 
And so, in the words of the Lord's Prayer that we share, I ask you to forgive us our trespasses. Without a 
conscious process of remembering, without sorrow, there can be no reconciliation – remembrance is the 

key to reconciliation. 2004 is a year of commemorations but it should also be a year of reconciliation. 
Today, we honour the dead.  Those who fail to remember the past become blind to the present. By 

remembering the past, we should gain strength for the present and the future.”

-Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul



Why is this relevant today?

Displacement 
of indigenous 

people

Persisting 
Inequality 

among Black 
Namibians 

Still-felt effects 
of loss of land 
and livestock 



Reparations Lawsuit in US 
Federal Court 

Alien Tort Statute - law that has allowed foreigners to sue 
perpetrators of human rights violations

Appealing Verdict - Herero activists are committed to 
appealing case.

Creating Precedent - case could have set a legal precedent 
that would have allowed other colonized nations to sue 
colonizers. 

Official Apology

Monetery

Return of 
Artifacts

What would 
reparations look like?



Future of Reparation Talks

- Feasibility of Reparations 
- Vote in Parliament
- Conclude reparation talks by end of 2019
- Development Aid 
- Emphasis on Herero and Nama Communities 
- Acknowledgement and desire to continue 

talks with Namibia.

Gerd Müller
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